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Abstract 

In 1809, the trajectory of Swedish history and the identities associated 
with the country changed after Finland was lost to Russia. Swedish 
General von Döbeln explained that the loss left the nation "without 
mast, without sails, without compass." The research within this disser-
tation is not of war but of a similar sense of loss. The loss of the folk-
home.  
  
Through an abductive case-study of present-day students entering 
higher education, the author explores the sociocultural history of Swe-
den, the Swedish education system, student self-efficacy beliefs, and 
the educational trajectories students experience on their way into 
higher education. This research uses a mixed methods design where a 
quantitative survey and qualitative narrative interviews complement 
each other. First, students within an introduction to university learning 
summer course at a large research university in Sweden completed a 
psychosocial survey measuring their self-efficacy beliefs about their 
academic skills and career decision making abilities. A statistically 
significant correlation was found between the two measures.  
  
Second, 11 students from the same course participated in narrative in-
terviews where they detailed their educational trajectories between up-
per-secondary education and higher education. The author con-
structed, analyzed, mapped, and discussed each narrative using career-
ship and social cognitive theory. Students within this study suggest 
that their transition between compulsory education and upper-second-
ary education was particularly impactful and shaped their self-efficacy 
beliefs and educational trajectories into higher education. Students de-
scribe a lonely process of upper-secondary education decision making 
at the age of 15 when they were sent to market without preparation, 
without support, and without the necessary tools. The majority eventu-
ally changed academic programs and schools during upper-secondary 
education. This led to lengthy ruptures outside of formal education 
that significantly delayed their progress towards graduation. Students 
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only later decided to pursue a non-traditional trajectory into higher ed-
ucation after the negative self-efficacy beliefs they developed during 
these ruptures were challenged externally.  
  
Lastly, previous research, theory, and the empirical findings were sys-
tematically combined through an interactive process of abduction. 
First, the author developed the concept of the folk-market, which bet-
ter represents the current neoliberal welfare model present in late 
modern Sweden. The folk-market must be understood as a duality. 
The folk-market is both a market for folk and a market of folk. Citi-
zens are both the consumers and the consumed. Second, the author 
presents folk-market theory, which suggests that neoliberal reforms 
that embed markets within welfare systems alter transition regimes, 
redirect state responsibility, and distance the connections citizens have 
with the state. Therefore, the findings suggest that notions of statist in-
dividualism misrepresent late modern Sweden. The relationships indi-
viduals and families have with the state are now indirect and filtered 
through the folk-market. This study also indicates that though Swe-
dish, neoliberal, and adolescent narratives of "autonomous youth" are 
unrealistic, they directly shape educational policy in Sweden. As such, 
many students in Sweden are left navigating a competitive folk-mar-
ket without mast, without sails, without compass.  
  
Keywords: educational trajectories, self-efficacy, collective efficacy, 
sociocultural history, Sweden, neoliberalism, education, university, 
school choice, career guidance, statist individualism, folkhem, transi-
tions, pragmatism, late modernity 
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Foreword 

Over four years ago, I arrived in Sweden as a new doctoral student 
from South Carolina in the U.S. My trajectory into and through this 
experience has been both challenging and rewarding. During my doc-
toral program, I have gained knowledge, skills, and experiences I will 
never forget, and each will continue to shape me along the trajectory 
that will be my life after. Reading the foreword and acknowledge-
ments within theses and dissertations has always been interesting for 
me as I’ve come across so many over the years. I was always sur-
prised how short and seemingly rushed they were. Now I fully under-
stand.  
 
The truth is, I never in my life thought I would live and study in Swe-
den, let alone even visit. Before selling everything and moving across 
the world, I was an academic advisor at the University of North Caro-
lina Wilmington. As part of my role I was offered an opportunity to 
visit Sweden. I contacted Stockholm University to see if I could find 
an advisor whom I could meet with while I was in town to compare 
experiences. I soon came in contact with the person who is most likely 
one of the most significant reasons I am writing this page, Emma 
West.  
 
Emma is an academic advisor in the department I now have called 
home for five years. During my visit she arranged a meeting with staff 
that was very casual, and part way through our discussion someone 
mentioned the doctoral program. I kept that information in the back of 
my mind and also stayed in contact with Emma. Within a year of our 
meeting in Stockholm, me, the southern boy from South Carolina, had 
applied to and been accepted into a doctoral program halfway across 
the world in a country I had barely visited. It was likely one of the best 
decisions of my life.  
 
The trajectory has been full of rewards but also full of challenges I 
never imagined facing. I, for one, thought bed-bugs were a thing of 
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the past. Not the case, as I, a middle-aged American moved into Swe-
dish student housing and got to know otherwise. The doctoral process 
is, in a word, lonely. They tell you this before you start, you have read 
about it, you think you understand that this will be the case. You do 
not fully understand. I have been incredibly fortunate to have started 
the program with three others who I call “my swedes.” Jakob, Tobias, 
and Aron have been there for me as I transitioned to Sweden. One day 
I think I may do a discourse analysis of our thousands of pages worth 
of Facebook chats inside our secret, but now in the public domain, 
“fellowship of Fleck.” This is a reference to one of the faculty who I 
also credit with making this all possible, Anna-Lena Kempe.  
 
I have been guided along this trajectory by three supervisors who I 
have come to consider my family unit in the department. It is truly dif-
ficult to express how thankful I am to my main supervisor Klara Bo-
lander-Laksov. She has been the coach, the friend, the guide, and the 
example of the type of professor I hope to one day become. Max 
Scheja has also been incredibly important to my journey. I will never 
forget the first time I met Max and he, literally, stopped in his tracks, 
smiled, yelled “Reed!”, and jogged towards me. That level of positiv-
ity is what I will always remember him for. Lastly, Fredrik Hertzberg 
has been a consistent source of support and guidance. Fredrik has been 
my link to sociocultural history, a direction that without him on my 
team may not have been possible. Sociocultural history was not on my 
radar when I first started this project, but luckily Fredrik was there to 
say it was actually not that bad of an idea after all. I have been so for-
tunate to have them as my supervisors.  
 
Throughout my journey I have also taken part in research seminars. I 
have actively participated in the Swedish Higher Education Research 
Network (SHERN), the Adult Learning Seminar, and the Career Guid-
ance Seminar. The colleagues and friends I have made throughout 
these seminars will continue to be important in my future. In addition, 
my participation within the Higher Education Learning Practices 
(HELP) research group and experiences teaching through the Centre 
for the Advancement of University Teaching (CeUL) have been in-
credibly rewarding. 
 
There are so many I have to thank. I will, no doubt, inadvertently 
leave some of you out and I apologize. I would first like to thank Tori 
Hurst Jayroe, my sister, for her love, support, and editing skills. Every 
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human needs a Tori. Second, so many others have helped me along 
the way with edits and suggestions. Thank you to my half-time readers 
Carina Carlhed Ydhag and Shu-Nu Chang Rundgren. Also, my ninety 
percent readers Elisabeth Hultqvist and Joakim Landahl. Extra special 
thanks to my ninety percent readers 2.0: Tobias Malm, Lena Geijer, 
Cormac McGrath, Fariba Majlesi, Tanya O'Reilly, Khayala Babayeva, 
and Ingrid Andersson. Thank you also to Agnes Elmberger, Per 
Palmgren, Viviane Straatmann, Nikki Dodd, Heather Porter, Rachel 
Wasson and Sarah Jones. Finally, I was so fortunate to have Ag-
nieszka Bron serve as my final reader for this dissertation. Her feed-
back, suggestions, and support during this final stage has helped me 
do more than simply “float,” but have encouraged me to make it to the 
end of this very long swim.  
 
Thank you to my friends Leila Aziz, Gina Garera, Amy Hathcock, 
Elle Parslow, Xueping Sun, Brendan Munhall, Hannes (Hanye) Ger-
hardsson, Chef, and the many others not listed. I want to also thank 
who helped make my move to Sweden possible by helping fund it. 
You know who you are, and I love each of you. Thank you to my fam-
ily: Mom, Dad, Andy, Carrie, and William; you have been there for 
me this whole time. As the final stage of this dissertation was under-
way, my sanity and smiles have particularly been brought to you by 
my little Livy Grace.  
 
Lastly, I also want to thank myself: Reed, this has been quite a jour-
ney. This trajectory has been wild. The past few months have been 
particularly trying as the Covid19 pandemic has upended almost all 
your plans. There were times when you thought there was no way you 
could get this done during a pandemic. You have had to let go of 
many former goals of perfectionism and recognize that any minor mis-
takes in this dissertation pale in comparison to the success you have 
found during a global pandemic. This type of learning, where citations 
were not involved, may be what you leave most changed by. You have 
learned to give yourself more patience and that is a very important les-
son to learn indeed. In the end, you have made it happen despite often 
feeling you were without mast, without sails, without compass.  
 
 

Stockholm, April 20th, 2020 
 

Reed T. Curtis 
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1. Introduction 

In 1809, the trajectory of Swedish history and the identities associated 
with the country changed after Finland was lost to Russia. As a result, 
Swedish General von Döbeln explained that the loss left the nation 
navigating “without mast, without sails, without compass.” The re-
search within this dissertation is not of war but of a similar sense of 
loss. The loss of the folk-home.  
 
In the early 1990s, the social democratic welfare model known as the 
folk-home was altered dramatically as neoliberal notions of decentrali-
zation, privatization, and market-based solutions replaced previous 
policies designed to foster a degree of equality and community 
(Åstrand, 2016). The effects of the changes on Swedish society can 
likely best be seen by studying the present-day experience students in 
Sweden have while interacting with a complex educational market-
place. Most notably, educational policies were reformed that gave 
families and students choice of schools across Sweden. The experi-
ence students share in this dissertation also reflects a realization that, 
at 15 years old, they have been sent to market and that the notions of 
stability, security, and support that are associated with the folk-home 
are not particularly present along their trajectories. This sense of loss 
while being sent to market left these students navigating their educa-
tional trajectories the same way General von Döbeln described Swe-
den doing after losing Finland. Students within this dissertation also 
describe experiences of navigating without mast, without sails, with-
out compass.  
 
In this chapter, I introduce the dissertation. Second, I present the aim 
of this dissertation. Third, I introduce the two research questions that 
guide my work. Fourth, I provide a brief introduction to the three ma-
jor areas within my exploration: self-efficacy beliefs, educational tra-
jectories, and Swedish context. Fifth, I briefly describe the signifi-
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cance of and contributions this research makes to the field of educa-
tion and social sciences. Sixth, I provide an outline of the dissertation. 
Finally, I conclude the chapter.  

  Charting the course  
Within this dissertation, I explore the experiences that a group of uni-
versity students had along their trajectories between upper-secondary 
education and higher education in Sweden. Educational trajectories 
are defined both “as the institutionally expected progression in educa-
tion and as the subjective experience that the individuals make of 
it…” (Walther, do Amaral, Cuconato, & Dale, 2016b, p. 1). The edu-
cational trajectory students experience is a reflection of the push and 
pull, the negotiations and transactions between student agency and so-
cial structures they encounter (Walther et al., 2016b). I see this trajec-
tory as a complex process of transactions between a multitude of ac-
tors and structural conditions but have chosen to use the student expe-
rience as my lens towards understanding.  
 
Using the term educational trajectories implies a “time perspective 
that evolves across stages and transitions” and also implies a “space 
perspective connecting different contexts” (Walther, do Amaral, 
Cuconato, & Dale, 2016a, p. 17). Trajectory also implies a “subtle de-
terminism about choices made and that the pathways embarked upon 
are somehow set or predictable, at least to an extent” (Hodkinson & 
Sparkes, 1997, p. 38). I use this term to suggest a distinction between 
overly agentic terms such as navigation or pathway. My perspective 
and previous research suggests that educational decisions are a result 
of agentic and structural elements that both constrain and enable stu-
dent choice (Giddens, 1984; Southgate & Bennett, 2016; Walther et 
al., 2016b). 
 
I describe my pragmatic perspective as holistic transactional construc-
tivism, which is the view that human experiences must be explored in 
relation to the whole that makes up human experiences (both individ-
ual and collective), which are constructed through the constant, inter-
connected, and reciprocal transactions between agents (interpersonal 
and personal), environments (structure), and behaviors (actions). This 
stance has been heavily influenced by Dewey (1896, 1920, 1925, 
1934, 2015), and aligns with Gidden’s (1984) structuration theory 
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which emphasizes the interactive duality of agency and social struc-
tures, Bandura’s (2012) social cognitive theory, which indicates hu-
man experience is a result of the interplay of personal, behavioral, and 
environmental determinants, and Hodkinson and Sparkes’ (1997) ca-
reership theory, which suggests that personal choices are intricately 
connected with sociocultural factors.  

 Aim of the dissertation 
The aim of this dissertation is to explore students’ experiences along 
their educational trajectories into higher education in the Swedish con-
text. To holistically address this aim, four research foci structure my 
approach:  

 
1. The sociocultural history of Sweden, sociopolitical dynamics, 

and developments that help shape late modern Sweden.  
2. The Swedish education system after World War II, its cultural 

and historical roots, and particularly the current structure that 
governs educational trajectories between upper-secondary and 
higher education. 

3. Student career decision making and academic skills self-effi-
cacy beliefs upon entry into higher education.  

4. Student experiences along their educational trajectories between 
upper-secondary and higher education.  

 Research questions 
The following research questions guide this dissertation: 

1. Among students in an introduction to university learning 
course, what is the relationship between career-decision mak-
ing self-efficacy and academic skills self-efficacy beliefs? 

2. What educational trajectories do students experience between 
upper-secondary and higher education in the Swedish context? 

  Three major research components  
In this dissertation, I explore three major research components that 
culminate in the development of a theory through abduction. I will 
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briefly introduce each of these components here. They are self-effi-
cacy beliefs, educational trajectories, and the Swedish context.  

1.4.1. Self-efficacy beliefs 
In this dissertation, I explore student self-efficacy beliefs upon entry 
into higher education. Self-efficacy is a psychosocial concept that is 
part of Bandura’s (2001, 2012) social cognitive theory, which explains 
that human functioning is a product of dynamic interactions between 
individuals, their behaviors, and their environment. Self-efficacy, 
which is defined as “the beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and 
execute the courses of action required to manage prospective situa-
tions” (Bandura, 1995), has been utilized extensively within social sci-
ence research, yielding findings from a diverse array of contexts and 
domains which have found it to be a valid measure in predicting hu-
man behavior and outcomes (Bandura, 1995). 
 
Investigating self-efficacy is particularly important to better under-
stand student academic and career related learning, development, and 
success. Bandura (1997) suggests that self-efficacy beliefs control de-
cision making, the amount of effort individuals exert, the length of 
time individuals persevere through challenges, level of resiliency, and 
even the level of accomplishment they realize (p. 3). Research has 
largely confirmed this, as a 2016 meta-analysis of over fifty empirical 
studies investigating higher education student self-efficacy concluded 
that “perhaps the single most important (and reliable) predictor of uni-
versity student achievement in recent decades is self-efficacy” (Bar-
timote-Aufflick et al., 2016, p. 1918). 
 
Two of the task domains that students are challenged to address in 
higher education are academic skills and career decision making. Pre-
vious research suggests that student success in higher education is 
strongly associated with both student academic self-efficacy and ca-
reer decision making self-efficacy, which in turn are both mediated by 
individual perceptions of challenges or barriers (Wright et al., 2014). 
In order to succeed academically, students must utilize self-regulated 
learning techniques to address the academic challenges they face in 
the university (Ainscough et al., 2018; Martin, 2004; Zimmerman, 
1995). Likewise, students must address challenges related to career 
development, particularly career decision making as they must choose 
a path towards a career they hope to obtain (Gordon & Steele, 2015). 
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In both task domains, students not only face the challenges associated 
with these tasks, they face their beliefs about themselves and their ca-
pability to successfully complete the tasks. Importantly, higher educa-
tion research indicates that these self-beliefs more heavily shape 
higher education experiences than students’ actual abilities (Bandura, 
1997; Lent et al., 1994; Martin, 2004). 
 
It is important to understand that self-efficacy beliefs can be devel-
oped and improved through educational mastery experiences, social 
modeling, social persuasion, and by improving physical and emotional 
states (Bandura, 1997; Zimmerman, 1995). Strengthening student self-
efficacy may be one of the most fruitful efforts faculty and student 
support staff can make to improve student learning, development, and 
the overall higher education experience. Both faculty and student ser-
vices-driven intervention efforts within universities through curricular 
and co-curricular delivery have been found to improve student self-ef-
ficacy (Bartimote-Aufflick, Bridgeman, Walker, Sharma, & Smith, 
2016; van Dinther, Dochy, & Segers, 2011). 
 
To be successful in education, students often must learn about and rely 
on new sources of support and learn to implement new strategies to 
address complex challenges. These challenges are not simply aca-
demic; instead, they are associated with many domains: academic, ca-
reer, financial, social, personal, etc. The modern higher education ex-
perience does not only challenge students to successfully complete ac-
ademic tasks; in a very real sense, students equally anticipate and are 
expected to complete career development tasks during the university 
experience: career exploration, decision-making, and increasing one’s 
employability (Wright, Perrone-McGovern, Boo, & White, 2014). 
These challenges are associated with their transitions into, through, 
and out of higher education, and how students perceive these chal-
lenges and their capability to address them ultimately shapes their ex-
periences in higher education, the likelihood of having a smooth expe-
rience, and their ability to persist.  
 
To explore the self-efficacy beliefs of students once in higher educa-
tion, students within an introduction to university learning course at a 
large research university in Sweden completed a psychosocial survey 
instrument to measure self-efficacy beliefs about their academic skills 
and career decision making abilities. Self-efficacy beliefs have been 
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found to be a significant predictor of student retention in higher edu-
cation (Hsieh, Sullivan, & Guerra, 2007; Peterson & Delmas, 2005). 
Exploring the self-efficacy beliefs of students from a diverse variety 
of disciplines who chose to take a course such as introduction to uni-
versity learning provides important insights that may help universities 
expand participation and success in higher education. This is particu-
larly important to explore as European countries strive to dramatically 
increase higher education degree attainment (Swedish Council for 
Higher Education, 2016). 

1.4.2. Educational trajectories 
Educational trajectories are defined both “as the institutionally ex-
pected progression in education and as the subjective experience that 
the individuals make of it…” (Walther et al., 2016b, p. 1). The term 
“trajectory” in my research is also used to indicate that students are 
situated within sociocultural contexts and structures that, like personal 
agency, contribute to the push and pull of their educational career. I 
see this trajectory as a complex process of transactions between a mul-
titude of actors and structural conditions but have chosen to use the 
student experience as my lens towards understanding. Previous re-
search suggests that educational decisions are a result of agentic and 
structural elements that both constrain and enable student choice (Gid-
dens, 1984; Southgate & Bennett, 2016; Walther et al., 2016b). 
 
In this dissertation, I explore educational trajectories primarily 
through the lens of students who experienced them. To do so, I inter-
view eleven students and use narrative research methodology. During 
the interviews, students describe their trajectories into, through, and 
outside of upper-secondary education, as well as their entry into 
higher education. Using the interview transcripts, I construct a narra-
tive and an educational trajectory map for each of the students. Fur-
ther, themes from individual narratives are connected between narra-
tives based on four narrative groups: traditional students, first-genera-
tion university students, older students, and students with disabilities. 
Finally, I discuss major themes and key findings related to all of the 
narratives within this case study.  

 
A defining aspect of upper-secondary and higher education in Sweden 
is academic and career decision making. Similar research on student 



 

 

 
 
 

7 

choice and trajectories within Europe suggests that such decision mak-
ing should not be "seen as an individual action but as the result of the 
interaction of multiple actors” (Walther et al., 2016b, p. 4). The deci-
sion-making process and its results also suggest how students view 
themselves, their beliefs in their skills, their reflections on their past/ 
present, and anticipation of their future challenges and possibilities 
(Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 2000). I utilize 
careership theory (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997) and social cognitive 
theory (Bandura, 2012) to help discuss the narrative findings. 

1.4.3. Swedish context 
A substantial portion of my work focuses on the sociocultural history 
of Sweden. I aim to gain and supply a detailed description of the con-
text I am researching and encountering as an outsider to Sweden and 
an international doctoral student from the U.S. This involves explor-
ing the dynamic history, culture, and political system that shape late 
modern Sweden. To be able to adequately grasp the findings in this 
study, I have conducted a large amount of historical research and pre-
sent a narrative of the historical development of Sweden in chapter 2. 
In that chapter, I discuss and criticize the historical and cultural work 
of Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) who describe Sweden as adhering to 
statist-individualism. I also link their descriptions and theoretical in-
sights with Anthony Gidden’s (1991, 2011, 2013) work on late moder-
nity.  
 
The current Swedish educational context has been described as one of 
the most market-oriented systems in the world (Dahlstedt & Fejes, 
2019). This was not always the case, and I trace developments which 
contributed to the large scale education reforms during the early 
1990s. These reforms put in place the transition regime (Walther et al., 
2016b) that exists today, in which students in Sweden, at the age of 
15, are tasked with making a largely “independent” choice of career 
track (vocational or higher education preparation), academic program, 
and school (Åstrand, 2016; Hertzberg, 2015; Werler & Claesson, 
2007).  
 
Previous research suggests that despite giving more freedom to par-
ents and youth to select a school, the current Swedish education sys-
tem has many drawbacks related to neoliberal reforms. Researchers 
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suggest that marketization has exacerbated segregation (Beach, 2018; 
Böhlmark, Holmlund, & Lindahl, 2014; Kling & Sobis, 2018; Yang 
Hansen & Gustafsson, 2016), that parent and student choice is chal-
lenging (Beach, 2018; Harling, 2019; Munhall, 2017), and that youth 
are increasingly the source for blame when issues arise related to 
choice (Hertzberg, 2015; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014). Further, OECD 
has repeatedly criticized the system for taking free school choice too 
far (OECD, 2012; OECD & Swedish Ministry of Education and Re-
search, 2016; Andreas Schleicher, 2015).  

 Significance and contributions 
A report issued by the Swedish Council for Higher Education (2016) 
argues that higher education institutions in Sweden have “a responsi-
bility to ensure that societal diversity is reflected in higher education” 
(p. 5). The report, which was ordered by the Swedish government, 
connects widening higher education access/participation to issues of 
equality and social justice, Swedish economic development and pros-
perity, educational quality, developing citizens with the skills neces-
sary to interact with a socially diverse population, and the overall fu-
ture of the Swedish democracy itself (Swedish Council for Higher 
Education, 2016). With such issues at stake, there is a clear need for 
research into how students related to this widening participation 
agenda are experiencing the critical transition between upper-second-
ary education and higher education.  
 
I anticipate that this research will contribute to the furthering of re-
search and practice within the field of education in four ways. First, 
this is a case study that shines light on the challenges and successes of 
students that are increasingly present in relation to widening participa-
tion in Swedish higher education. Second, this case study highlights 
the complex reality students face within neoliberal models of welfare. 
Third, I take an abductive approach within this research, which results 
in the development of folk-market theory that will help researchers 
and practitioners better understand trajectories as well as neoliberal 
welfare systems. Fourth, this study provides higher education policy 
makers and practitioners insight into an interdisciplinary academic 
course that is partially designed to serve as a mechanism for widening 
participation, improving retention, and supporting students who may 
not feel fully ready to take the leap into higher education.  
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 Outline of the dissertation 
In chapter 2, I present a tale of two Swedens, wherein I explore Swe-
dish sociocultural history and the development and evolution of the 
Swedish welfare system. In this chapter I include and problematize a 
historical narrative largely inspired by Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) 
who describe modern Sweden as adhering to statist individualism. 
Within this chapter, I also connect notions related to statist individual-
ism with research of late modernity (Giddens, 1990, 1991, 2011, 
2013).  

 
In chapter 3, I focus on the Swedish education system. This involves a 
historical as well as a structural overview of the Swedish model of ed-
ucation. I place focus on the neoliberal market-based education re-
forms in the early 1990s, which reshaped the Swedish education sys-
tem dramatically. A key component of these changes was the adoption 
of an educational choice structure where parents and students were en-
abled to use vouchers at schools of their choice. This particularly re-
shaped the transition regime for young Swedish students who now are 
enabled to make a choice of upper-secondary schools and an associ-
ated academic option at the age of 15. The second half of this chapter 
is devoted to describing the current education system of “choice” with 
which the students in this case study have interacted. Finally, I prob-
lematize the current system, discuss widening participation efforts in 
Sweden, and describe the introduction to university learning course in 
which students in this study took part.  
 
In chapter 4, I provide an overview of previous research. First, I dis-
cuss educational trajectory research. Second, I detail research related 
to self-efficacy beliefs. Third, I provide an overview of previous re-
search on education and career decision making. Lastly, I detail four 
particularly relevant research studies from the Swedish educational 
context. These studies relate to student perspectives on choice, upper-
secondary education non-completers, information literacy, and munic-
ipal adult educational trajectories. Throughout this chapter, I highlight 
gaps in the research that my dissertation aims to address.  
 
In chapter 5, I present the theoretical framework guiding my research. 
Since I explore the experiences students have along their educational 
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trajectories through an education system of “choice,” I also theoreti-
cally address my view on the relation between structure and agency. 
My pragmatic perspective is inspired by three theories that I argue can 
be linked to Deweyan pragmatism. First, I discuss Gidden’s (1984) 
structuration theory which suggests structure and agency are inter-
twined in a consistent process that shape and constitute each other. 
Second, I discuss Bandura’s (2012) social cognitive theory, which in-
dicates that human experience is a result of the dynamic interaction 
between personal, environmental, and behavioral factors. Third, I pre-
sent Hodkinson and Sparkes’ (1997) careership theory, which sug-
gests that the sociocultural history that individuals encounter shapes 
and is shaped by experiences along their career decision making tra-
jectories.  
 
In chapter 6, I detail the methodology guiding this dissertation. First, I 
reintroduce my research questions and explain how they, and my 
pragmatic perspective, drive my decision to use an abductive approach 
and a mixed methods research design. Second, I describe my overall 
abductive approach that is inspired by systematic combining (Dubois 
& Gadde, 2002). Third, I describe the mixed methods research design, 
the present case study, and ethical issues. Fourth, I detail the quantita-
tive methods used, and analyses performed with two psychosocial 
measures of self-efficacy. Fifth, I describe the qualitative narrative re-
search methods and analysis conducted. Finally, I describe the process 
I used to abductively develop a theory. 
 
In chapter 7, I present the findings and discussion related to the quan-
titative self-efficacy study. First, I present the findings of the correla-
tion and cluster analyses, as well as detail demographic comparison 
between clusters. Finally, I discuss the findings in relation to previous 
research and theory.  
 
In chapter 8, I present the findings and discussion related to the educa-
tional trajectory portion of my research. I present the narratives of the 
eleven students interviewed in four groups: traditional students, first-
generation university students, older students, and students with disa-
bilities. First, I present a trajectory map for each student, a constructed 
narrative for each student, and a summary of themes prevalent within 
each narrative group. Lastly, I discuss and connect these findings to 
previous research and theory. 
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In chapter 9, I present a synthesized discussion of the dissertation 
findings and present folk-market theory. In light of the findings, I sug-
gest adaptations to Berggren and Trägårdh’s model of statist 
individualism (2015) by incorporating Bandura’s concepts of self and 
collective efficacy (Bandura, 2000, 2012) as well as research on 
culture (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997). In particular, I argue that the 
key Swedish relationship they present, between the state and 
individual, is misleading as it fails to incorporate the market.  
 
Finally, in chapter 10, I conclude the dissertation by highlighting the 
key findings and contributions made by this work. Second, I describe 
limitations that may or may not have affected this study. Third, I make 
suggestions for future research and practice. Third, I conclude the 
dissertation by reiterating how previous research and theory, my 
empirical findings, and folk-market theory all are linked to 
experiences of navigating the life course without mast, without sails, 
without compass.  

 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have briefly described the aims, research questions, 
significance, and the outline of the dissertation. In the next chapter, I 
describe the sociocultural history of Sweden. Understanding and em-
bedding this history in my research strengthens my overall contribu-
tion to educational and related social science research fields.  
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2. A tale of two Swedens 

 
In this chapter, I will shed light on the trajectory of Swedish history 
and culture, which shapes and is shaped by policy. Throughout this 
dissertation, I argue that Swedish culture, history, and policy are intri-
cately connected in a fluid process that involves a multitude of agentic 
and structural interactions, which at any point could have led to differ-
ent trajectories. My perspective is inspired by Deweyan pragmatism 
(Dewey, 1920, 1925, 1934) which is an interpretive epistemology that 
sees human experience as a transactional process where agents and so-
cial structures shape each other. I detail this perspective and three re-
lated theories I use in this dissertation in chapter 5.  
 
This chapter is structured in four sections. First, I describe my deci-
sion to both utilize and criticize Berggren and Trägårdh’s (2015) nar-
rative of Swedish history. Second, I provide a narrative of the histori-
cal and cultural evolution of the “Swedish model” which has transi-
tioned from a centralized social democratic model into a decentralized 
neoliberal model. Third, I introduce a theory put forward by Berggren 
and Trägårdh (2015) who describe Sweden as adhering to statist indi-
vidualism. Fourth, I connect the theory of statist individualism as well 
as the historical narrative of Sweden to research related to late moder-
nity (Giddens, 1990, 1991).  
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 Narrating Swedish history and culture 
To provide a narrative of Swedish history I have chosen to dialogue 
with as well as critique the work of Berggren and Trägårdh (2015).1 In 
their work, they utilize an extensive amount of primary sources, policy 
documents as well as Swedish art, music, and literature to describe 
Swedish history and culture. A key dynamic paradox that can be seen 
throughout human history is between the desire for individual inde-
pendence and the need for collective solidarity.2 Different kingdoms 
and later governments have addressed this in different ways. 
Grappling with this paradox has been a particularly important theme 
throughout the development of the Swedish welfare state, and 
Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) seek to understand this complex 
dynamic between individualism and collectivism.  
 
Like all research, their work is not exempt from criticism, most 
notably, I, and others (E. Bengtsson, 2019), suggest that their work 
simplifies the complexity of Swedish history and culture. Despite 
flaws, Berggren and Trägårdh’s (2015) book continues to be a cultural 
phenomenon in the country. The book has been a national bestseller 
(Ulver, 2019) and serves as inspiration for a documentary that has 
been shown by Swedish state television (Gandini, 2016). Ulver (2019) 
explains that their work’s “literary, historical and institutional 
analysis, had an unusually –for quite an academic book—impact on 
Sweden’s various types of institutions” (2019, p. 51).  

 
 
1 The book is only published in two languages: Swedish and German, neither of which I am 
fully fluent in. Therefore, I used translation software to translate the book. After purchasing 
the book electronically, I was able to convert the text into pdf format, divide the document 
into almost ten sections, and run the files each individually through the translation sotware. I 
then combined each result into a translated version of the text. Translation software is any-
thing but perfect. Likely there are some nuances I will have missed as well as possible mis-
translations altogether. To address this, anytime that I quote directly from the text I have re-
turned to the original Swedish text and included it in a footnote. This has allowed my supervi-
sors to also review the translation. In addition, the authors have published several short arti-
cles highlighting their main findings from the book and Trägårdh has published multiple 
related peer review articles. I have reviewed each of these in detail (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 
2010, 2011; Breckman & Trägårdh, 1996; Trägårdh, 1990, 1996, 2007, 2010, 2013; Trägårdh 
& Svedberg, 2012). It is my sincere hope, and possibly my work may contribute to strength-
ening this argument, that the book will be formally translated and published in English. It is 
simply too important of a book for it not to be accessible to English-speaking researchers. 
2 This is also a major philosophical paradox. Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) cite Kant (1784) 
who describes an unsociable sociability where the human drive for individual independence is 
often at odds with an innate impulse to unite with one’s species. 
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Between 2006 and 2014 the liberal-conservative government in power 
used the concept of statist individualism as a “point of departure for 
their communication and strategies” (Ulver, 2019, p. 50). Berggren 
and Trägårdh’s (2015) research and narrative of Swedish history and 
culture is both shaping and is being shaped by the interactions with the 
public. A clear example of this is how the authors added an additional 
chapter in the second edition of the book about the role the Swedish 
church played in the shaping of modern Sweden. They did so after the 
first edition led to many suggesting they failed to address the role reli-
gion has played in shaping Swedish beliefs. This text, like the culture 
itself, is being shaped through a process of interactions.  
 
Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) argue that their research and review of 
Swedish policy and cultural artifacts suggests that there are four 
elements that make up a core of Swedish ideology, which has helped 
shape policy: the primacy of the individual, independence from other 
people, the state’s role in liberating individuals, and equality (p. 211).3 
Throughout their reading of the historical material, they find many 
examples in which the state is seen, and depicted, as a key player in 
liberating individuals and protecting individuals from dependency on 
other people by ensuring equality. Other researchers (Cras, 2017; 
Petersson, 2012) suggest this is not fully accurate and that Berggren 
and Trägårdh’s (2015) focus on individualism downplays the rich 
history of community-oriented democracy and popular movements in 
Sweden.  
 
Berggren and Trägårdh’s (2015) suggestion that modern Swedish 
cultural notions of individualism strongly link back to a pre-modern 
“autonomous” Swedish peasantry has been rightly criticized (E. 
Bengtsson, 2019). Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) suggest that, unlike 
the vast majority of other kingdoms, Swedish monarchs gave farming 
peasants a greater degree of autonomy and a role in negotiations 
related to governance. While other historians do acknowledge that a 
rather unique dynamic between the monarchy and peasants afforded 
Swedish peasants a larger degree of autonomy in comparison with 

 
 
3 Paraphrasing from the translation of the original Swedish  “…i den Svenska ideologin: indi-
videns primat, oberoendet från andra människor, statens frigörande roll och jämlikhetens nat-
ionella grundvalar” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 211). 
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other European kingdoms at the time, the historical records paint a 
much more complicated picture than that portrayed by Berggren and 
Trägårdh (2015) (E. Bengtsson, 2019; Lindkvist, Sjöberg, Hedenborg, 
& Kvarnström, 2018; Line, 2007; Murray, 1947; Myrdal, 2011).  
 
For one, I find that Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) fail to point out 
how this negotiation between peasants and monarchy was connected 
to a history of bloody conflict between the two (E. Bengtsson, 2019; 
Myrdal, 2011). This history of violence may challenge a dominant 
narrative of Swedes being a consensus-oriented people (Agius, 2006). 
In addition, in describing how this relationship was an outlier within 
the European context, they skip over the significant historical 
evidence suggesting that the Swedish state was just as autocratic and 
feudal as the rest of Europe (E. Bengtsson, 2019; Myrdal & Morell, 
2011). Instead, Bengtsson (2019) points to historical evidence that 
suggests that Sweden for much of its history stands out for 
maintaining a significantly less equal society than many of the other 
European kingdoms. This is a sentiment that is echoed by educational 
researchers as well (Åstrand, 2016; Beach, 2018).  
 
Although Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) discuss many examples of 
how the community and community organizations have shaped Swe-
dish history, they place a large focus on the role individualism has 
played in shaping Swedish history and culture. Many researchers fo-
cus more on the role community and voluntary associations have 
played throughout Swedish history (Cras, 2017; Hadenius, 1999; 
Petersson, 2012). Hadenius (1999), for example, argues against overly 
focusing on individualism when analyzing Swedish society. Accord-
ing to Hadenius (1999), active citizenship requires citizens to have 
both individualistic properties and properties that are associated with 
the collective they are a part of. I agree with this notion and aim to 
show the complexity even while largely using Berggren and 
Trägårdh’s (2015) narrative of Swedish sociocultural history. I agree 
that the history of Sweden, as all other states, is largely a product of 
collective action. While I have found Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) 
to address this collectivity throughout their work, others suggest they 
fail to sufficiently highlight the organized collectivity within their his-
torical narrative (E. Bengtsson, 2019; Cras, 2017; Petersson, 2012).  
 
Critics particularly take aim at Berggren and Trägårdh’s (2015) asser-
tion that Swedish society can be categorized by statist-individualism. I 
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discuss statist individualism in detail later in this chapter; however, 
many researchers particularly are critical of Berggren and Trägårdh’s 
(2015) main argument that Swedish society is primarily driven by a 
strong relationship between autonomous individuals and the state. Pe-
tersson (2012) vehemently opposes this interpretation and asserts that 
a multitude of scholarly reviews of Swedish history and policy suggest 
Swedish society has been and still is largely characterized as collectiv-
ist. Petersson (2012) argues that Swedish culture is dominated by no-
tions of community-oriented democracy. Cras (2017) in his doctoral 
dissertation on rural citizenship in Sweden also criticizes statist indi-
vidualism for not representing the strong emphasis on community and 
family within rural Swedish communities.  
 
At the same time, there are many researchers who support Berggren 
and Tragardh’s (2015) findings and narrative of individualism within 
Swedish culture and history. Resarchers such as Daun (1991, 2006), 
Bjereld and Demker (2005), Heinö (2009), and Pedersen (2009) also 
find a dominant Swedish cultural narrative of autonomous 
individualism that connects to associated behaviors, beliefs, and 
policies. Daun (1991, 2006) analyzed surveys of Swedes, interviews 
with immigrants, historical and scholarly reports, and anthropological 
observations to suggest that a series of common traits shape a Swedish 
mentality. Daun’s findings (1991, 2006) suggest that Swedes 
emphasize social autonomy and independence from others and that 
this characteristic is evident in the manner in which Swedish parents 
heavily emphasize the individual autonomy of children and youth. 
Research from child and youth studies in Sweden also suggest this to 
be the case (Gurdal & Sorbring, 2019).  
 
Daun (2006) concludes that, in fact, both sides of this debate are 
correct. Daun (2006) finds that strong notions of both individualism 
and collectivity are deeply rooted within Swedish culture. Daun 
(2006) suggests that these dual notions of individualism and 
collectivity often seems like a paradox to outsiders. Daun (2006) 
argues that the often paradoxical notions of individualism and 
collectivism form a behavioral alliance because they fulfill a Swedish 
cultural desire to maintain sameness. According to his research, 
Swedes attempt to obtain sameness by often 1. restricting private 
relationships to family and a small group of intimate friends and 2. 
only organizing interactions with others based on an explicit 
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commonality such as membership within a voluntary organization, 
sports club, workplace, etc. His research suggests that it is this desire 
to be the same that helps explain the often perplexing sense of a 
collective individualism present in Swedish society:  

“Consequently individualism (defined as emphasis on independence) and 
collectivity (defined as attachment to common views and behavior patterns) 
are two ways of dealing with one and the same dilemma of uniformity or 
sameness in a differentiated world” (Daun, 1991, p. 171). 

 
Daun (2006) also writes at length about how his and similar research 
can be inherently problematic as it generalizes notions of culture. 
However, he stresses that even within his generalizations “it does not 
mean Swedishness exists in any uniform guise. Nor is Swedishness 
clearly delimitable or permanent: Swedishness in reality fluctuates in 
time and space and between different social contexts…” (Daun, 2006, 
p. 8).  
 
Tracing the historical roots of beliefs, personality, and behaviors is 
problematically speculative. There is a risk that one selectively 
chooses historical data that fits with one’s modern day assumptions 
and/or observations about individuals or groups. Daun (2006) suggests 
that while this is true, there is “no other way to explain a mentality” 
(p. 8). Doing such work is theoretical in nature where researchers 
“construct psychologically plausible models of the generative 
processes, to find hypothetical links between given facts that make 
sense. Every theory invites a challenge” (Daun, 2006, p. 8).  
 
One sustained criticism of Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) is that they 
draw too close a link between today’s Swedish individualism and pre-
modern peasantry. Bjereld and Demker (2005) disagree with rooting 
advanced Swedish individualism so far back and suggest that it be-
came more prolific in the late 1960s. Their narrative suggests that the 
increased notion of individualism which took shape in Sweden largely 
parallels that which developed internationally in the post-war era. 
Individualism expanded throughout societies and laws governing the 
family unit were made more flexible as women gained enhanced 
freedoms. This time period also saw increasing efforts to allow 
individuals to break away from other collectives they were born into 
based on class or race characteristics. An increased focus on 
individual social mobility can be seen within multiple international 
contexts during this era (Deneen, 2019; Giddens & Sutton, 2014).  
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Heinö (2009) also finds that individualism is an important value 
within Swedish national identity. Within his study, Heinö (2009) 
conducted a large discourse analysis of political debates and other 
media content and suggests that individualism alongside gender 
equality are strong national values within policy rhetoric and 
discourse. Neither values are without limit. In the case of Swedish 
individiualism, Heinö finds that the Swedish discourse “celebrates the 
individual’s right to choose his or her own life path, but not without 
restrictions” (Heinö, 2009, p. 311). Individualism within Swedish 
society remains anchored by many traditional and long-held norms in 
relation to sexuality, gender, and other factors (Heinö, 2009).  
 
Similarly, Pedersen (2010) finds signs of a cultural emphasis on inde-
pendence and self-sufficiency within the Swedish linguistic use of the 
word “tack” which means both please and thank you. Pedersen’s re-
search (2010) suggests that Swedes say thank you more often than 
other cultures. Accordingly, this has to do with Swedish cultural 
scripts that emphasize “equality, self-sufficiency, consensus seeking 
and conflict avoidance…” (Pedersen, 2010, p. 1258).4 Pedersen (2010) 
concludes that Swedes say thank you often out of a cultural need to 
maintain independence from others. By thanking others, Swedes re-
lease themselves from debt to others. Secondly, by always maintain-
ing this independence from others and preventing any sense of indebt-
edness, Swedes are also able to stress the importance of equality 
within their collectives and society in general (Pedersen, 2010). 

2.1.1.1. Culture 
Within my research, I define culture as the “meanings which people 
create, and which create people, as members of societies” (Hannerz, 
1992, p. 3). Thus, I see culture as an interaction between agents and 
social structures which together result in a “socially-constructed and 
historically-derived common base of knowledge, values and norms for 
action that people grow into and come to take as a natural way of life” 

 
 
4 Elements of these cultural scripts are also present within fictional depictions of a town in 
Scandinavia that above all enshrined an equality law, known as the law of Jante, that aimed to 
bring everyone down to the same level. See: Booth (2016), Robinowitz and Carr (2006), and 
Nikel (2015) 
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(Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 33). The concept of culture is com-
plex, and researchers such as myself should be wary of speaking in 
generalizations. Hannerz (1992) writes in depth about the complexity 
of culture and suggests that descriptions of culture are always an at-
tempt to describe an “organized diversity” (p. 19). This means that 
culture as described by researchers is an attempt to summarize com-
monalities, and thus leaves many examples out. Further, it is im-
portant to be aware that nationalizing culture and history is a macro-
level attempt at organizing diversity (Hannerz, 1992). Simply put, cul-
ture and history are inherently much more complex than any re-
searcher’s description can portray.  
 
While I take issue with some assertions Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) 
make, I agree with them that historical narratives that dominate 
through cultural artifacts often interact with individuals and groups 
long after they are constructed. Cultural notions and historical narra-
tives play a role in the shaping of present behaviors and policy and, at 
the same time, present behaviors and policies play a role in shaping 
cultural notions and historical narratives (Dewey, 1920; Giddens, 
1984; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997; Pajares & Schunk, 2002). In this 
dissertation, I assert that sociocultural history is not simply a thing of 
the past. Traces of sociocultural historical narrative are something we 
consistently interact with. We both shape and are shaped by these nar-
ratives. 
 
In the next section, I supply a historical narrative aimed to provide a 
degree of context into the sociocultural history of Sweden. Let me first 
suggest that there are teleological issues here when we use historical 
narratives that lean heavily on the understanding of “historical tradi-
tions” to describe a trajectory towards the present. Teleological history 
refers to historical narratives that present a timeline of events in a way 
that makes it seem like the present was inevitable, or a destiny 
(Hilson, 2008). In the Swedish context, many writers tend to describe 
the “Swedish Model” as such a destiny. This can be seen to some de-
gree in Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) and has been rightly criticized 
by historians such as Bengtsson (2019).  
 
In the narrative I provide, two key strands of policy can be seen within 
the evolution of the welfare state in Sweden. First, a social democratic 
strand which resulted in the creation of a large comprehensive system 
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of welfare. Second, a neoliberal strand which resulted in the decentral-
ization, privatization, and marketization of many welfare services. The 
latter strand can clearly be traced along the trajectory of the Swedish 
education system which in the early 1990’s was reformed from a pro-
gressive centralized system into what is now one of the most decen-
tralized and market-oriented systems in the world (Dahlstedt & Fejes, 
2019).  

 The evolution of the “Swedish model” 
The kingdom of Sweden is a large country located in northern Europe, 
bordered by Denmark, Norway, and Finland. Sweden is the fifth larg-
est country in Europe and is roughly the size of California in terms of 
land mass (Swedish Institute, 2018a). Today, Sweden has roughly ten 
million inhabitants. Ninety seven percent of Sweden is uninhabited, 
mostly consisting of dense forests and the population density is high-
est in three southern urban areas: Stockholm, Gothenburg (Göteborg 
in Swedish), and Malmö (Swedish Institute, 2018b). Likewise, the 
density of higher education institutions is largest around those three 
areas as depicted in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1 Map of Swedish higher education institutions (Swedish Council for Higher 
Education, 2019) 

Historically, the size and rural nature of much of the Swedish king-
dom has made direct governance challenging for the monarchs of the 
past and today’s national leadership. Throughout history, Sweden has 
experienced a variety of governing structures that maintained different 
alliances (both domestic and international) that have ensured some de-
gree of order across such a large and rural land. This often has re-
quired monarchs and later national governments to relinquish some 
desires for direct rule over their peoples’ day to day lives. Therefore, 
there has been a large degree of decentralization evident throughout 
the history of Sweden (Myrdal & Morell, 2011). This decentralization 
also provided Swedish peasants a large degree of independence to 
manage their own lands in conjunction with more localized district 
courts, village communities, and the “largely self-governing parishes” 
(Myrdal, 2011, p. 76).  
 
During the 17th century, the Swedish kingdom had expanded into a 
strong military power having gained lands in north Germany, Den-
mark, Norway, Finland, and the Baltics (Swedish Institute, 2016). As 
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seen in figure 7, Sweden had vastly expanded into a northern Euro-
pean empire through military domination. By the early 18th century, 
these gains were all lost, with a final blow coming in 1809 when Fin-
land was humiliatingly lost to Russia (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 
2015).  

 
Figure 2 Map showing the development of the Swedish Empire in Early Modern Eu-
rope (1560-1815) (Wikimedia Commons, 2009) 

Berggren & Trägårdh (2015) suggest that the loss of these lands and 
the end of the Swedish empire were psychologically traumatic to 
Swedes, both individually and collectively. After the defeat to Russia, 
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Swedish General von Döbeln seemed to share the sentiment of the na-
tion when he explained that Sweden was now “without mast, without 
sails, without compass” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 73).5 Ac-
cording to Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) these military losses led to a 
revisiting of the Swedish identity in the 19th century.  
 
For centuries, Swedish identity had been linked to military conquest 
(Lindkvist et al., 2018). In its place arose a Swedish identity that was 
intricately linked to that of Swedish peasants. A national identity was 
reborn to raise up the ideals that are inherent in the poor, a sentiment 
that also stood out as a criticism of the nobility who at the time were 
seen as outsiders who did not maintain the Swedish skill to “feel 
strong in poverty” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 74).6  Further, 
the significant military losses and the related loss of economic 
strength and decreases in trade led to a rethinking of Swedish support 
for military, and other forms of conflict (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 
2015).  
 
The reidentification with peasants was not simply a benevolent deci-
sion on behalf of a loving monarchy. In actuality, it was also linked to 
the history of violent peasant rebellion against the monarchy. Myrdal 
(2011) explains that the majority of the young men conscripted into 
the military were peasants, leaving the farms to be tended by aging 
parents and women, who at the time were, despite Sweden granting 
more rights to women than other kingdoms, still very much relegated 
to work within and around the home. Farming was largely the work of 
young men, a labor force the wars had decimated. Further, the wars 
were costly, requiring greater financial sacrifice in the form of taxa-
tion from peasants. In other words, the conditions were such that a vi-
olent peasant rebellion was never far away from becoming reality 
(Myrdal, 2011). It was, in fact, not simply the loss of Finland that sti-
fled military ambitions– it was the ever present threat of widespread 
peasant unrest (E. Bengtsson, 2019; Myrdal, 2011).  
 

 
 
5 Translated from the original Swedish: “Det svenska statsskeppet svajade på världshavet, för-
klarade general von Döbeln efter nederlaget mot Ryssland, utan mast, utan segel, utan kom-
pass” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 73). 
6 Translated from the original Swedish: “ägde inte den svenska allmogens förmåga ”att finna 
sig stark i fattigdom” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 74). 
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In my reading of Swedish history, it would be more accurate to sug-
gest that, in fact, by the mid 19th century one of the most significant 
peasant rebellions took place in the form of emigration. Throughout 
most of history, Sweden was an overwhelmingly agrarian nation 
(Myrdal & Morell, 2011) and at the end of the 19th century, 90% of 
Swedes gained their income from agriculture (Swedish Institute, 
2016). However, after having wars with the majority of its neighbors, 
trade was stagnant, and the economy was weak. Thousands starved to 
death and poverty left many destitute (Lindkvist et al., 2018). In re-
sponse, large numbers of Swedes, predominantly with farming back-
grounds, began emigrating to the U.S. during the middle of the 19th 
century (Blanck, n.d.; Ljungmark & Westerberg, 1979; Myrdal & 
Morell, 2011). I argue that this can also be seen as a non-violent form 
of peasant rebellion. 
 
Between 1840 and 1914, roughly 1.1 million Swedes emigrated to 
America largely due to the underdevelopment of agriculture in their 
regions of Sweden (Werler & Claesson, 2007). While emigration from 
Sweden slowed down in the early 20th century after the country began 
to industrialize (Werler & Claesson, 2007), the large scale emigration 
signaled that work must be done if so many felt a need to leave. Fur-
ther, the nature of those leaving, the peasants, which at this point 
served as national symbol of Swedish culture, only reinforced the 
need to revisit what it meant to be Swedish and how to govern (H. 
Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015).  
 
Finally, a third key historical development in my view that contributed 
to the creation of the “Swedish model” was the significant economic 
expansion as a result of the industrialization of the country and the 
country’s “long state of peace, which has remained intact since 1814” 
(Werler & Claesson, 2007, p. 741). Economic development in Sweden 
picked up around 1870 when industrialization began in the country. 
Between 1870 and 1950, Sweden “had the highest economic growth 
rate in the Western World” (Rojas, 2005, p. 7). During the 1920s, the 
Swedish economy was booming and created the opportunity for the 
state to expand the services provided to citizens, many of whom had 
chosen during previous decades to leave the country altogether. This 
ultimately provided a significant catalyst for major policy change that 
would reshape the Swedish way of life and come to be considered the 
“Swedish model.”  
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The economic boom of the 1920s would not last and a global Great 
Depression took hold during the 1930s. The use of the term “Swedish 
model” really came into being as a result of the restructuring of capi-
talism in Sweden during the Great Depression (Mattsson & 
Wallenstein, 2010). The phrase began to be used to describe a variety 
of elements of the Swedish governmental, economic, and social wel-
fare system. Predominantly, the phrase was used to describe elements 
that were dynamically different to those of other nations: historic com-
promises, a culture of consensus, a strong state, and universalism 
(Petersson, 1991). These four aspects also serve as the foundation to 
what has become known as the folkhem7, or folk-home, the Swedish 
democratic inspired welfare model. Figure 3 displays these four ele-
ments.  

 

 
Figure 3 Four aspects often associated with what has been described as the “Swedish 
model,” the foundation of the folk-home (Petersson, 1991) 

After the boom and bust of the 1920s and 1930s, the Swedish govern-
ment controlled by the newly elected Social Democratic Party began 
to establish a welfare state by pragmatically building consensus, mak-
ing historic compromises, and building a strong state that could uni-
versally provide welfare to all its citizens (Trägårdh, 1990). That said, 

 
 
7 In this dissertation, I will refer to the folkhem as folk-home.  
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this, like many notions embedded within the idea of the “Swedish 
model,” has changed over time, and in many ways represents the past 
more than the present (Åstrand, 2016; Mattsson & Wallenstein, 2010; 
Petersson, 1991)8. Further, these efforts to build consensus should not 
be considered some unique trait found in Swedish DNA. In my view, 
it is also reflective of a Swedish history of violence. A history of vio-
lent conflict between different factions that occurred when negotia-
tions were not fruitful. 
 
The historical compromise between labor and capital known as the 
“Saltsjöbaden Agreement” in the 1930s is pointed to as a key moment 
in the formation of the “Swedish Model” (Mattsson & Wallenstein, 
2010; Petersson, 1991). This historic agreement was a result of both 
sides looking to resolve disputes without having to involve the state. It 
largely laid the groundwork for a form of independent collective bar-
gaining.  
 
Compared to other nations during the early 20th century, Sweden’s ex-
perience was largely absent of violent conflicts between rivaling fac-
tions. This absence of violence does not “presuppose a total absence 
of conflicts and disagreements” (Petersson, 1991, p. 176).9 Instead, it 
reflects a “special method for reaching collective decisions” where a 
variety of voices are heard, negotiations are held, and decisions are 
made (Petersson, 1991, p. 176).  
 
Furthermore, the design of the expanded welfare system involved a 
great degree of consensus building within and between a variety of 
popular movements. In 1920, over a million Swedes, or one out of 
every four Swedes, were members of a popular movement organiza-
tion where these issues were debated and policy papers were drafted 
(H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 325). These organizations also 
served to teach participants the cornerstones of representative democ-
racy: individual independence and collective action.  
 

 
 
8 Some researchers challenge how correct this line of narrative is about the past as well (E. 
Bengtsson, 2019; J. Lane, 1991; Lundberg & Tydén, 2010)  
9 It is also true that violence was present between factions in Sweden, but to a lesser degree. 
See Edgren and Olofsson (2009). 
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The “Swedish model” was also built upon the belief in a strong cen-
tralized state that can provide extensive public services to citizens in-
cluding health care, education, and child-care. During the early 20th 
century, the Swedish Social Democratic Party quickly rose to promi-
nence and gained control of the government. The party largely main-
tained this control throughout the century. The Social Democrat Party 
won election after election by promising and largely delivering a folk-
home where a strong state would interact with Swedes on an individ-
ual level. After World War II, the Social Democrats developed a folk-
home welfare system that would attempt to provide the care that one 
traditionally found in the home (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015; 
Werler & Claesson, 2007).  
 
Finally, universalism has also been attributed to the “Swedish model.” 
According to Berggren & Trägårdh’s narrative, the Swedish welfare 
state was created with equality in mind (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 
2015). The social welfare policies created in Sweden were thus gov-
erned by the principle that “social benefits should be made available 
to all citizens or whole categories of citizens (such as pensioners, chil-
dren, mothers and the unemployed) without means-testing” 
(Petersson, 1991).  

2.2.1. Social democratic welfare model 
The Swedish Social Democrats largely succeeded in creating the folk-
home. They did so by maintaining a largely pragmatic strategy of 
building consensus among multiple rival factions. Whereas other left-
wing parties during the time were veering farther left towards com-
munism, the Social Democrats in Sweden moved closer to the center. 
Instead of arguing that industry was a full-scale enemy of social pro-
gress, they argued industry could be their partner. They successfully 
combined “an expansive welfare state with successful big corporations 
and a powerful trade union movement” (Rojas, 2005, p. 22).10  
 
Sweden was spared a large degree of hardship that ravaged the rest of 
Europe during both world wars. In fact, after World War II, Sweden, 

 
 
10 The Swedish effort to seek compromise between two or more extremes also can be seen 
within a key Swedish phrase and cultural concept of “lagom.” Lagom is used to describe a 
happy medium or a compromise that is balanced and is not too little or too much of any one 
thing or perspective (Booth, 2016).  
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traditionally one of the poorest countries in Europe, “had been trans-
formed into the wealthiest” (Rojas, 2005, p. 34). It seems the eco-
nomic growth associated with their neutrality served to solidify this 
pragmatic strategy into collective ideology, if not national identity 
(Agius, 2006). 
 
The decades after the second world war saw the development of the 
Swedish welfare state (Mattsson & Wallenstein, 2010). During the 
1960s, large scale social reforms and services were enacted, strength-
ening the Swedish safety net which included extensive childcare, 
healthcare, education as well as other services. Many of these reforms 
also had to do with efforts to liberate and empower women in order to 
decrease gender inequality. Remarkably, a small number of social 
democratic liberals and feminists were able to build consensus around 
and successfully enact reforms that instituted a new radical individual-
ism (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015).  
 
Throughout the Swedish cultural artifacts Berggren and Trägårdh 
(2015) reviewed, there was a recurring theme related to a Swedish, 
other historians argue Nordic (Hilson, 2008), sense that the family was 
a relic of feudalism that must be dismantled to allow for individual 
freedom. The beginning of the legal liberation of Swedish individuals 
from their family began in the 1960s, largely connected to the emanci-
pation of married women from the dependency of their husbands (H. 
Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). The 1970s would further anchor “indi-
vidualization and equality in laws and institutions” (H. Berggren & 
Trägårdh, 2015, p. 228).11 By 1972, the Swedish Social Democratic 
Women’s Conference launched a campaign for both enhanced individ-
ualism and solidarity. The group outlined four basic requirements that 
must guide Swedish governmental reforms:  

1. “all adults should be given the opportunity to develop inde-
pendently with their interests and in solidarity with other peo-
ple”  

2. “all adults should be financially independent of relatives”  
3. “society should be neutral in people’s choices of cohabitation 

form” 

 
 
11 Translated from original Swedish: “individualiseringen och jämställdheten i lagar och in-
stitutioner” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 228). 
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4. “the social, intellectual, and cultural development of the chil-
dren must be independent of the parent’s economic condi-
tions” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, pp. 229–230).12  
 

These requirements further highlight a longstanding dynamic paradox 
between individual independence and collective solidarity that has 
been particularly prominent in Swedish society (H. Berggren & 
Trägårdh, 2011; Daun, 1991; Heinö, 2009; Törnqvist, 2019). The So-
cial Democratic Party in many ways was trying to find a middle way 
between two extremes: free-market liberals and communists. As de-
picted in these drafted requirements, the goal was to liberate and em-
power individuals to break free from others. To do so, the state must 
act, but at the same time individuals should not become too individual 
that solidarity is eliminated. What was eliminated, however, were le-
gal requirements which force individuals to maintain a relationship 
with their family or others (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015).  

2.2.1.1. Swedish theory of love 
Sweden was Christianized much later than the majority of Europe 
(Lindkvist et al., 2018). With Christianization came differing perspec-
tives on morality, law, and relationships. For a large part of the king-
dom’s history, it was most influenced by Germanic paganism, which 
held significantly different views to that of Christianity. Berggren and 
Trägårdh (2015) argue that the individualistic policy changes that took 
place in the 1960s and 1970s also reflect this cultural history. Accord-
ingly, they argue that there is a Swedish theory of love where Swedes 
reject the Christianized notion of love that is defined by an “unmedi-
ated and absolute duty towards one’s fellow man” (H. Berggren & 
Trägårdh, 2010). This understanding of love runs counter to the ten-
ants of the Swedish ideology Berggren & Trägårdh (2015) find 
throughout cultural artifacts. Thus, they suggest it is rejected as being 
“constituted of unequal and hierarchical social relations” (H. Berggren 
& Trägårdh, 2010).  

 
 
12 Translated from the original Swedish: “alla vuxna människor skall ges möjlighet att själv-
ständigt utvecklas i enlighet med sina intressen och önskemål i solidaritet med andra männi-
skor…Alla vuxna människor skall vara ekonomiskt oberoende av anhöriga…samhället skall 
stå neutralt i förhållande till människors val av samlevnadsform…barnens sociala, intellektu-
ella och kulturella utveckling skall vara oberoende av föräldrarnas ekonomiska förhållanden” 
(H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, pp. 229–230). 
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In contrast, Berggren & Trägårdh (2010, 2015) argue that the Swedish 
theory of love, having roots in Swedish anti-feudal peasant traditions 
as well as connections to the philosophy of Rousseau, suggests that 
egalitarianism must be the governing principal for love. Accordingly, 
any “forms of dependency corrupt true love” (H. Berggren & 
Trägårdh, 2010). Love in this sense requires a “radical sovereignty” 
where “only mutual autonomy can guarantee authenticity and honesty 
in human relationships” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2010).  
 
Reforms during the 1970s would address each of the requirements the 
Swedish Social Democratic Women’s Conference outlined through re-
forms and changes to Swedish law that have further shaped the Swe-
dish society in a radical statist individualistic direction (H. Berggren 
& Trägårdh, 2015). This was not the Social Democratic Women’s 
Conference’s only aim, however. As stated previously, they had hoped 
to strengthen both solidarity and independence. The result, however, 
was that the “primacy of the individual has been institutionalised 
through a plethora of laws and policies affecting individual 
Swedes…including taxation policy, family law, rules regulating stu-
dent loans, the production of day care centres, the family leave act, 
and, not least, the rights of children” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2010).  
 
According to Berggren and Trägårdh (2015), the government at the 
time reformed Swedish laws that formally cement the primary rela-
tionship and power dynamic that define Swedish society: the marriage 
between the state and the individual. The discourse at the time sug-
gests policymakers did so to liberate individuals and at the same time 
strengthen solidarity. The social democratic women, for example, 
stressed that it is the state that must do both: liberate individuals from 
each other and ensure solidarity (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). The 
education system quickly became seen as a key mechanism for ensur-
ing the latter (Åstrand, 2016).  
 
Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) suggest that was a version of individu-
alism that distanced itself from adopting more market-oriented ideals 
being argued by proponents of “liberal freedom” (p. 228).13 In fact, the 

 
 
13 Translated from original Swedish: “liberal frihet” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 228). 
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Social Democratic Women’s Conference stressed that such liberal 
ideas of freedom, which rest heavily on the vision that increased com-
petition and economic-like freedom of choice could rectify societal 
problems, ignored the needs of the collective. They argued that more 
free choice would not address the fundamental changes in economic 
life that were needed (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 229). In other 
words, if the welfare system did not first create equity of conditions, it 
could not provide equity of opportunity. 
 
Around the globe during the 1960s and 1970s laws to protect gender 
equality were passed; however, Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) argue 
that “nowhere has the welfare state established an equally individual-
ised relationship with the citizens as in Sweden” (p. 241)(H. Berggren 
& Trägårdh, 2015, p. 241).14 Sweden during these two decades passed 
laws reforming marriage and divorce law, individualizing taxation, 
guaranteeing funds for healthcare, childcare, and education based on 
the individual and not the family, and began looking at children and 
adolescents as “independent individuals with their own rights” (H. 
Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 241).15 As a result, a Swedish individ-
ual can get an “education, change jobs, move, divorce, have children 
without being dependent on family, friends, or employers, and be con-
fident in the knowledge that the only thing he or she needs to submit 
to is the impersonal power of the state” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 
2015, p. 242).16 The increased emphasis on the rights of children and 
youth will also play a role in shaping the future educational system of 
choice which I discuss in chapter 3 (Åstrand, 2016). 
 
The autonomy of Swedish children and youth are given by their par-
ents in many ways parallels the autonomy which Berggren and 
Trägårdh (2015) suggest has historically been given to Swedish indi-
viduals (peasants in particular) by the state. In comparison to other 
kingdoms, Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) suggest a less authoritarian 

 
 
14 Translated from original Swedish: “…men ingenstans har välfärdsstaten upprättat ett lika 
individualiserat förhållande till medborgarna som i Sverige” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, 
p. 241). 
15 Translated from original Swedish: “genom att betrakta även barn och ungdomar som själv-
ständiga individer med egna rättigheter” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 241). 
16 Translated from original Swedish: “Individen kan utbilda sig, byta jobb, flytta, skilja sig, 
skaffa barn utan att hamna i en beroendeställning till familj, vänner eller arbetsgivare, trygg i 
vissheten om att det enda han behöver underordna sig är statens opersonliga makt” (H. 
Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 242).  
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relationship between rulers (the state) and the ruled (individuals) de-
veloped in the Swedish kingdom. According to their narrative this re-
lationship was based more on negotiation than one-sided decision 
making. This gave peasants more autonomy and decentralized the 
state’s power to some degree.  
 
Within the Swedish household, similar notions of negotiation between 
the rulers (parents) and the ruled (children) are evident. As early as 
1900, Swedish political and academic discourse placed a particular fo-
cus on the autonomous rights of children (Gurdal & Sorbring, 2019). 
Berggren and Trägårdh (2010, 2015) also highlight how Swedish chil-
dren’s literature, particularly the works of Astrid Lindgren, often por-
tray children as strong, autonomous, and responsible individuals who 
are not dependent on their parents or state. Most notably, Lindgren’s 
Pippi Longstocking displays a strong-willed, independent, and respon-
sible orphan making her way through the world without support from 
family or the state (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2010). While Berggren 
and Trägårdh (2010) focus on Pippi’s autonomy, others highlight how 
Pippi’s experience is also one of youth loneliness (Tholander, 2016).  
 
It is important to note that these changes were not uniformly sup-
ported within the Swedish society. Many in Sweden saw these 
changes more as an attack on families than a liberation of individuals. 
In addition, the adoption of parental insurance, where at least one par-
ent could stay home with the child after birth stands out in contrast to 
the trend of individualized benefits. It is a collective benefit that is 
shared between two parents. Further, counter movements took place 
within Sweden opposing individualism for creating both “loneliness 
and lack of meaning” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 270).17 This 
criticism came from both left-wing groups who yearned for the days 
where community and popular folk movements were stronger and 
right-wing groups who sought for less state power, centralization, and 
more market-friendly choice in public services. 
 
By the end of the 1970s, the tides began to turn against the Social 
Democratic Party, which had successfully delivered the “Swedish 

 
 
17 Translated from original Swedish: “den atomistiska individualism som skapade ensamhet 
och brist på livsmening.” (H Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 270). 
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model.” In 1976, the Social Democrats lost their control of govern-
ment for the first time since they took control in 1933. Two years 
later, in 1978, a right-wing think tank was created in Sweden called 
Timbro, which would actively challenge social democratic policy and 
ideology (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). They were largely success-
ful in pushing Sweden down a path of decentralization and privatiza-
tion that defines the modern Swedish welfare state; however, some re-
searchers argue that a wider view of Swedish history suggests this his-
torical trajectory was more of a return to the model that was in place 
prior to the dawn of the social democratic welfare model (Åstrand, 
2016). 

2.2.2. Neoliberal welfare model 
The events and narrative of solidarity surrounding the social demo-
cratic reforms which embraced popular movements, consensus build-
ing strategies, and collective action seem to distract from the individu-
alistic nature of many of reforms put in place. Regardless, beginning 
in the 1980s, challenges to the large centralized folk-home gained 
steam and by the mid 1990s the social democratic welfare system 
largely began to adapt into a neoliberal system. 
 
Rojas (2005), a member of the Swedish liberal party who served in 
parliament, suggests that the Swedish economy had “collapsed” under 
the strain of the folk-home model of welfare. According to his telling 
of the history, two decades of economic challenges climaxed in the 
1990s when a major financial crisis required major cuts to social ser-
vices and public spending, effectively ending the folk-home model. It 
should be noted that his account is largely political and was published 
by the right-wing think tank mentioned previously; however, his ac-
count sheds light on the narrative that ultimately reshaped the welfare 
system, and particularly the education system.  
 
During the 1970s, the Swedish economy began to show weakness. 
The economic expansion of the previous decades had made the expan-
sive welfare state possible, but as the economy slowed, tax revenues 
were reduced, placing a significant burden on the state to make up for 
the financial shortfalls. One strategy during the 1970s was to increase 
taxes (Bergh, 2011); however, as Rojas (2005) suggests, by the end of 
the 1980s Swedish workers were paying close to 60% of their income 
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back to the state in both direct and indirect taxation. This left the state 
with little ability to further increase taxes.  
 
According to Rojas (2005) the folk-home was only possible because 
of four major conditions that eroded by the 1990s: an ethnically ho-
mogeneous population, a strong national state, an expanding industrial 
economy, and technological and organizational development. Globali-
zation, in particular, began to take a toll on Swedish industry as large 
centralized industries began to downsize and shift operations overseas 
where the costs of labor were lower. Sweden also began to experience 
a third industrial revolution where employment moved from tradi-
tional industrial production to the service sector. Services in Sweden 
were largely centralized under the state and thus the largest job in-
creases were in the public sector (Rojas, 2005).  
 
Neoliberalism, a broad market-oriented political philosophy, was tak-
ing hold across the globe and Sweden is no exception. Several ele-
ments that are typically associated with neoliberalism: “low taxes, free 
trade, competition, choice, and private initiative in the delivery of 
public services” (Primrose., Konings., Cooper., & Cahill., 2018, p. 
xxiii). In Sweden, these policies had traditionally been advocated for 
on the right; however, over time, Social Democrats warmed to the pol-
icies.  
 
During the 1980s, advocates for reform on both the left and the right 
were largely unified under a platform of decentralizing decision mak-
ing and management of services that were traditionally administered 
by the large centralized Swedish state apparatus. Importantly, both 
sides were reluctant to call for a reduction in the size of the welfare 
state (J. Lane, 1991). They primarily were advocating for more local 
control and also allowing services to be managed by alternatives to the 
existing state bureaucracy.  
 
The key disagreement between the two sides was over whether the 
civil society or the marketplace would serve as such an alternative. On 
the left, proponents of reform emphasized a return to the popular 
movement of the folk-home by relinquishing some services to the care 
of the non-profit “civil society” (Trägårdh, 2010). On the right, ne-
oliberal policies pushed by Timbro and others aimed to fully privatize 
many public services. 
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Despite regaining power in 1982, the Social Democrats were growing 
well aware of the shifting public opinion regarding strong government 
welfare programs across the globe. Within Sweden, a feeling of a de-
creased sense of community led to attacks both from the left and the 
right who targeted the folk-home’s strong statist individualism for 
weakening participation in volunteer organizations. These groups 
came from differing perspectives but argued for a return to popular 
movement ideals such as empowerment, self-management, and civil 
society (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). 

 
The 1976 election loss hit the Social Democratic Party hard. It was the 
first such loss since they came into power, and it caused the party to 
revisit their strategy and policies. Polls since the loss indicated that the 
electorate was increasingly wary of centralized state power (H. 
Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). For many in the party, it meant that they 
needed to rework their vision for the social democratic welfare state 
they created. This also coincided with a resurgence in a progressive 
desire to foster the sense of community and solidarity that existed 
when popular movements were strong. The young Social Democrats 
(SSU), in particular, pushed for this.  

 
The SSU argued that there were two major threats to social democ-
racy: capitalism and the large state apparatus (H. Berggren & 
Trägårdh, 2015). They argued and campaigned that to free individuals 
from both, popular movements should play a key role in offering ser-
vices aligned with the state’s goals. In other words, they argued for a 
decentralization of and a non-profit privatization of state services. 
This non-profit privatization, or the increased reliance on the “civil so-
ciety,” was to be associated with community based popular move-
ments, as the SSU of the 1970s largely opposed the idea of private en-
terprise involvement (Trägårdh, 2010).  
 
At the time, the newspaper Aftonbladet warned that the SSU’s “enthu-
siasm for popular movements and local democracy would serve as a 
Trojan horse, from which privatization and segregation would 
emerge” (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 278).18 Aftonbladet’s 

 
 
18 Translated from original Swedish: “entusiasm för folkrörelser och närdemokrati skulle fun-
gera som en trojansk häst, ur vilka privatisering och segregation skulle välla fram…” (H. 
Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015, p. 278). 
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warning proved justified, but instead of their stance being a Trojan 
horse, they ended up joining the opposing army. In 1983, the SSU 
largely embraced the idea of market-based privatization of some state 
services (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015).  
 
The argument for privatizing public services with elements of the civil 
society was largely lost, while those pushing for market-based solu-
tions prevailed. The Social Democrats that maintained control of gov-
ernment throughout the decade adopted many neoliberal policies in-
cluding the deregulation of industry, reduced taxation, and market-
based reforms to create competition within areas of public services, 
such as the railway service (Bergh, 2011).  
 
During the early 1990s, the worst Swedish financial crisis since the 
Great Depression threatened the very survival of the folk-home wel-
fare system. Between 1990 and 1994, 10% of the Swedish workforce 
became unemployed (Rojas, 2005). The increased unemployment rate 
placed a double strain on the government: decreased tax revenue to 
pay for services and the state’s requirement to pay out unemployment 
benefits. Public debt increased significantly and there was a wide-
spread loss of confidence in the Swedish economy and currency.  
 
In 1991, the Social Democrats lost control of parliament for the first 
time since 1976. A conservative alliance took control of parliament in 
1991 amid the financial crisis. This parliament aimed to stop the eco-
nomic bleeding through a variety of reforms. The crisis also created an 
opportunity for a conservative alternative to the folk-home. The new 
government quickly continued down the path of neoliberal reforms 
first charted by the Social Democrats in the 1980s. In 1991 alone, a to-
tal of 35 “state-owned enterprises or public utility companies” were 
privatized by parliament (Bergh, 2011). Market based strategies were 
rapidly adopted throughout the welfare system, giving citizens choice 
over many services including healthcare, daycare, and most notably 
for this dissertation, education.  
 
The reforms of the welfare system were as extensive as they were 
rapid during the conservative control of parliament between 1991-
1994. In contrast to the years of slow negotiation and policy formation 
that shaped the folk-home, the neoliberal alternative was established 
with very little debate (Bergh, 2011). Among the reforms pushed 
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through were deregulation of aviation, commercial radio and televi-
sion were introduced,  unemployment benefits were lowered, and a 
school voucher system was introduced, expanding state funding of pri-
vate schools and allowing parents and students to choose to attend any 
school regardless of home location (Bergh, 2011).  
 
According to Berggren and Trägårdh (2015), these reforms reshaped 
the welfare system but did so not by weakening the individual. They 
suggest the opposite has occurred. The neoliberal reforms of the 1980s 
and 1990s infused a greater degree of individualism into the relation-
ship by further divorcing individuals from institutions which were de-
signed to help integrate them with society (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 
2015). The infusion of private competition within a folk-home model 
aligned with communal solidarity dramatically transformed it into a 
model based on individual opportunity. The Swedish state had, again, 
liberated individuals from each other by releasing them from one of 
the last vestiges of forced communal relations: nationally unified 
schools (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015).  
 
The financial crisis of the 1990s would serve as a pivotal moment for 
the increased liberation of individuals from others in Sweden via com-
petition and choice. Policy changes reflect not only the elected indi-
viduals who introduce them, but the individuals who elect those policy 
makers. In the years after the conservative reforms that took place dur-
ing the early 1990s, very little was done by either side to return to the 
folk-home style policies that were designed to foster community and 
social cohesion (Åstrand, 2016).  

 Statist-individualism 
Of importance to this dissertation is Berggren and Trägårdh’s (2015) 
assertion that Sweden as a country adheres to “statist-individualism.” 
Accordingly, and as previously noted, they suggest individuals in 
Sweden align closely with the state which provides a large degree of 
welfare to them in order to protect them from becoming dependent on 
other people. In other words, they suggest that by placing their de-
pendence in the state, Swedes are more enabled to become independ-
ent from each other. I use this concept within my research.  
 



 

 

 
 
 

39 

Different perspectives on the ideas of individual freedom and auton-
omy have taken shape in different western cultures (Deneen, 2019; 
Hilson, 2008). Berggren and Trägårdh (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 
2010, 2011, 2015) review Swedish culture and power dynamics in 
comparison to that of the U.S. and Germany largely stemming from 
Trägårdh’s (1996) doctoral dissertation. They suggest researchers can 
view the history and development of nations as an on-going process of 
transactions between individuals, families, and the state. They also 
find that there is one key dynamic relationship, or alliance, which 
dominates the shaping of policy in each context. As depicted below, 
they suggest the key alliance in Germany is between the state and the 
family, in the U.S. it is between the individual and the family, and in 
Sweden it is between the individual and the state. Figure 4 displays 
the sociopolitical dynamics triangle. 

 
Figure 4 Sociopolitical dynamics triangle adapted from (Berggren and Trägårdh, 
2010, p. 53). 

 
Berggren and Trägårdh (2010, 2015) argue that sociopolitical dynam-
ics are linked to cultural ideologies and the historical experiences of 
each nation, which shape and have been shaped by the national narra-
tives told. For example, while both Swedish and American ideologies 
involve a strong role for the individual, the history of America being 
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formed in rebellion against a monarchy is key to the differing dynam-
ics. While the medieval history of Sweden involved many bloody pop-
ulist uprisings against the monarchy, a key result was that peasants 
gained greater political rights and representation, which brought them 
closer to the monarchy and state over time (Myrdal, 2011). Since 
1743, Sweden has not seen a violent rebellion against the state, largely 
due to the lessons learned by the monarchs of the past to negotiate 
with the peasants and give them a seat at the governing table (Myrdal, 
2011).19 This contrasts drastically with the history of the formation of 
the U.S., as Sweden had a history of negotiation and trust between the 
state and individuals. According to Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) this 
mutually dependent relationship between the state and individual has 
only grown stronger in recent decades in Sweden.  
 
In the U.S., there is an overarching reluctance to trust the state and the 
main line of mutual dependence is between the individual and their 
family (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). As the authors suggest, in the 
U.S. it is the dependence on one’s family that frees an individual from 
the need to interact with or depend largely on the state (H. Berggren & 
Trägårdh, 2015). A state that is not seen as a liberator but instead is 
one linked to historical oppression. 
 
The opposite is the case in Sweden, where, according to the theory, 
the state serves to liberate the individual from dependence on one’s 
family. They suggest the Swedish mentality throughout history was 
much more focused on protecting individuals from dependence on 
family. In essence, they argue that the concept of the family is a relic 
of feudal inequality where the worth and privileges of an individual 
are determined at birth (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). Only by be-
ing freed from the bondage of family and community can an individ-
ual have an equal experience. The vehicle for granting such liberation 
was initially seen as the monarchy and presently is the Swedish gov-
ernment.  
 
Berggren and Trägårdh (2010, 2015) strengthen their research on 
Swedish culture by also using data collected by the World Values Sur-
vey (2014) which surveys individuals across the globe about their val-
ues. As depicted in Figure 5, Sweden stands out as holding the most 

 
 
19 Bengtsson (2019) challenges this notion.  
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secular-rational and self-expression values. In other words, religious 
and traditional values related to family as well as survival values asso-
ciated with concerns over physical and economic security are weaker 
in Sweden than in any other participating nation (World Values 
Survey, 2014). When your survival needs are met, you are more easily 
able to place value in self-expression and individualism. 

 
Figure 5 World Values Survey Wave 6 2010-2014 reproduced with permission 
(World Values Survey, 2014) 

 
Self-expression is associated with individualism and in particular “ris-
ing demands for participation in decision-making in economic and po-
litical life” (World Values Survey, 2014). Interestingly, when the sur-
vey was first completed in 1981, Sweden was not as far to the right in 
regard to self-expression/individualism. In 1981, Sweden ranked less 
than a 1.0 in self-expression values. This remained static until 1989 
when the score towards self-expression began to rapidly move to the 
right. By 1992, the score had increased to 1.5 and rapidly increased to 
2.0 by 1999 (Puranen, 2015). In comparison to Germany and the U.S., 
Sweden’s movement towards individualistic beliefs have seen little 



 

 

 42 

change in trajectory. Both Germany and the U.S. have seen moves to-
wards individualistic beliefs, particularly during the early 1990s, but 
have shown a return towards collective beliefs since the 2000s 
(Puranen, 2015). In comparison, Sweden has seen very little change in 
the trajectory towards increased individualism according to this data 
(Puranen, 2015).  
 
As stated earlier, statist individualism has been criticized my many re-
searchers (E. Bengtsson, 2019; Cras, 2017; Petersson, 2012) for not 
focusing enough on the history of collectivity. In this dissertation, I, 
too, criticize them for this. Ulver (2019) also criticizes their model for 
not including the market within the model and suggests their model 
should instead be separated into three separate models for each coun-
try. Ulver’s (2019) attempt to incorporate the market within the model 
comes at the expense of one of the three main sociopolitical units that 
Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) argue are at play within each context. 
Figure 6 displays the sociopolitical triangles adapted by Ulver (2019).  

 
Figure 6 Sociopolitical units of importance with the market adapted from Ulver 
(2019)  

As shown, Ulver (2019) replaces family with market within the 
Swedish triangle, the state with the market within the U.S. triangle, 
and individual with the market in the German triangle. Her assertion 
here is that Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) made a significant error 
when not including the role the market plays in this sociopolitical 
dynamic. I agree with this; however, by removing a sociopolitical unit 
from the theoretical model she seems to be making the same mistake. 
This makes her models suggest family plays no significant role in the 
sociopolitical dynamics in Sweden and, further, that the market plays 
a less important role in Sweden and Germany than in the U.S.. I find 
this problematic.  
 
According to many social researchers, countries across the globe have 
seen an increase in the value placed on individualism (Deneen, 2019). 
Sweden stands out in many respects as the most advanced case of this; 
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however, the notion that it is not seen elsewhere is misleading. In the 
next section I briefly address this by comparing how elements of 
Berggren and Trägårdh’s (2015) statist individualism and Swedish 
theory of love are evident in many different contexts including Ger-
many and the U.S. It does seem that Sweden is a much more advanced 
case of this phenomena, but theorists of late modernity suggest it is 
also connected to wider global social trends.  

 Late modernity as temporal perspective 
Life in pre-modern and early-modern society involved collective 
memberships that defined life and lifestyles of pre-modern individu-
als. This is no longer the case, and when social theorist Anthony Gid-
dens (1991) wrote in the early 1990s, he anticipates an increased indi-
vidualism that would reshape both agents and structures. These 
changes place a demand on individuals to take part in a continuous re-
flexive project of the self, which consists “in the sustaining of coher-
ent, yet continuously revised, biographical narratives” (Giddens, 1991, 
p. 5).  
 
Giddens (1990, 1991) writes about ontological security, which is the 
sense that one’s life is stable and there is a continuity in one’s narra-
tive trajectory. Individuals in late modernity face a plurality of choices 
which contributes to the need for reflexivity and strategic life plan-
ning. Life planning is in many ways an attempt to manage risk, as ca-
reer trajectories are particularly more unstable and unpredictable in 
late modernity (Beck, 1992; Cort, Thomsen, & Mariager-Anderson, 
2015; Giddens, 1991; Hooley, Sultana, & Thomsen, 2019; Rott, 
2014).  
 
Gidden’s notions in the 1990s, and those of other theorists at the time 
(Beck, 1992), have largely come to fruition according to later theorists 
(Bauman, 2000, 2001, 2014). Individualism that neoliberal policies 
help to foster has started to challenge social cohesion according to 
some current social theorists (Beach, 2018; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 
2002; Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; Deneen, 2019; Runciman, 2018). This 
is also an argument within the documentary that Berggren and 
Trägårdh (2015) inspire (Gandini, 2016). 
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In many ways the unpredictable nature of the job market and the trans-
formation of society in relation to globalization and technological 
change has placed a significant challenge on governments as well. 
These late modern changes have played a role in altering systems of 
government, where states have taken steps to manage risk by out-
sourcing many welfare services. Researchers now tend to focus on 
“governance” where a multitude of actors share the responsibility of 
supplying and/or consuming welfare services. Notably, research using 
the concept of responsibilisation (A. Bengtsson, 2016; Hooley et al., 
2019; Liebenberg, Ungar, & Ikeda, 2015) suggests that a partial result 
of late modern developments has been a redistribution of responsibil-
ity away from the state and onto individuals. Responsibilisation within 
neoliberal societies results in the state being predominantly focused on 
prevention and security, but places the responsibility for both on the 
individual (Garrett, 2008; Liebenberg et al., 2015).  
 
Responsibilising is particularly evident within systems where the state 
has established market-oriented choice schemes (Alexiadou et al., 
2016; Beach, 2018; Hertzberg, 2015; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014). The 
responsibility of service delivery in those contexts is often outsourced 
by the state to external service providers (Lundahl, Arreman, Holm, & 
Lundström, 2013). When these providers, such as independent schools 
in Sweden, fail and/or are complained about by citizens, the state of-
ten spreads the blame between the service provider and the consumer 
who had a choice of which provider to use. In the educational context, 
student and/or parental educational and career decision making is of-
ten seen at fault when problems arise in relation to school experience 
(Hertzberg, 2015; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014).  
 
The processing of information has also become increasingly complex 
and is both shaped by and is shaping social practice. Misinformation 
campaigns have successfully targeted members of society and have 
contributed to shaping the very “independent” choices individuals 
make at the ballot box. Corporations as well as governments have de-
veloped widespread systems of surveillance used to psychologically 
coerce individuals towards their products or goals (Zuboff, 2019). The 
rise of surveillance capitalism (Zuboff, 2019) is of particular concern 
as technology is being used by corporations to track, develop profiles 
of individuals, and coerce them towards their products based on the 
digital footprint we all leave online. This is of concern when one con-
siders the marketization of education in Sweden where families and/or 
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youth interact with resources and marketing information online that 
informs their educational and career decisions (Harling, 2019; 
Vamstad, 2014; Wennström, 2019).  
 
Giddens (2011) also discusses the transformation of intimacy that 
leads to “pure relationships” where the relationship itself is the only 
value. In other words, pure relationships are not dependent on external 
factors such as social or economic need. This can directly be linked to 
the notions Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) present within the Swedish 
theory of love. In late modernity, Giddens (2011) describes that previ-
ous anchoring aspects of relationships such as social expectations, 
laws, and economic ties are weakened. Further, the loosening of limi-
tations opens the doors for a larger plurality of choice in partners; this 
is also related to the separation of time and space that he theorizes 
(Giddens, 1984). In other words, Giddens (2011) and other social the-
orists from outside of Sweden (Bauman, 2000, 2001, 2014; Beck, 
1992; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002) raise questions as to which ele-
ments within the Swedish theory of love (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 
2015; Gandini, 2016) are uniquely Swedish phenomena. 
 
While Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) focus almost exclusively on the 
developments of statist individualism and how it connects to Sweden 
and the Swedish theory of love, other researchers have suggested 
many of these developments are part of a much wider historical trend 
(Bauman, 2001, 2014; Giddens, 1990, 1991; O’Brien, Penna, & Hay, 
2014; Young, 2007). It is likely that it is not one or the other, but that 
elements of both are at play. In a recent study on Swedish communal 
housing tenants, Törnqvist (2019) suggests that the Swedish situation 
is both unique and related to wider trends within late modernity. 
During interviews, tenants depicted a strong individualized connection 
with the state that has been heavily fostered by welfare state policies 
and Swedish cultural notions but also that they reflect a more 
widespread “tension between individualized societies and people’s 
search for community” (Törnqvist, 2019, p. 912).  
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 Conclusion 
Today’s Swedish welfare state is in many ways as extensive as it was 
prior to reforms. The adoption of market-based privatization of ser-
vices has both shaped and been shaped by a growing sense of individ-
ualism in Sweden. This can be seen in the dramatic increase in the 
value Swedes place in individualism between the 1980s and today 
(World Values Survey, 2014). The evolution of a social democratic 
welfare model into the current neoliberal welfare model shapes and 
has been shaped by Swedish cultural notions but also seems to con-
nect to wider social trends associated with late modernity (Giddens, 
1990; Törnqvist, 2019). 
 
This transformation from the social democratic model to the neolib-
eral model was a result of an interactive process where agents, struc-
tures, and behaviors dynamically shaped and were shaped by each 
other along the trajectory of Sweden. This process is on-going and is 
ever present in today’s Swedish society. In the next chapter, I will dis-
cuss the evolution of the Swedish education system which, like the 
welfare system as a whole, is a living product of these interactions. 
Understanding the historical and cultural context is vital to address the 
experiences of the students in this study.  
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3. The trajectory of the modern Swedish 
education system 

The school system in Sweden was founded during the 19th century but 
was not fully formalized until after the second world war (Werler & 
Claesson, 2007). Therefore, my focus in this chapter is on the system 
after World War II. The evolution of the Swedish education system is 
connected to the wider trajectory of Swedish history and culture out-
lined in the previous chapter. This chapter aims to outline the struc-
tural and educational context in Sweden. 
 
A key element in the shifts between a comprehensive and centralized 
social democratic welfare model and the differentiated and decentral-
ized neoliberal welfare model was a sense of loss that seemed to per-
meate Swedish society. During the 1980s, those on the left particularly 
were concerned about a loss of community, arguing for a return to the 
past where popular movements were strong and the state was more de-
centralized. Those on the right were predominantly concerned about a 
loss of individualism and free enterprise, arguing that the folk-home 
model of centralism and forced egalitarian equality limited the ability 
for individuals to prosper. On both sides, neoliberal ideals of decen-
tralization, privatization, and individualized choice within a market-
place were adopted.  
 
The sense of identity that was constructed during the folk-home period 
began to be questioned by economic challenges as well as large scale 
societal changes. The workplace was changing, family life was differ-
ent, and the individualized freedoms the state provided meant a 
change in how a sense of community was either built, maintained, or 
abandoned out of lack of economic or legal dependency (Lundberg & 
Tydén, 2010; Rojas, 2005). The school system was seen as a key tool 
to foster community despite such legal and social changes towards en-
hanced individualism (Åstrand, 2016). Under the social democratic 
welfare system, the Swedish state was at the same time enhancing 
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their citizens’ individualized economic and social freedoms away 
from dependency on their community and were using schools to help 
maintain the spirit of community and solidarity, as well as a mecha-
nism to ensure a degree of societal equality (Åstrand, 2016; H. 
Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015).  
 
In this chapter, I will first discuss the evolution of the modern Swe-
dish education system by discussing two significant educational policy 
U-turns that echo those discussed in the previous chapter: the turn to-
wards a comprehensive model of education between 1950 and 1980 
and the turn towards the market-based model of education from 1980 
to the present. Second, I will provide an overview of the current up-
per-secondary education system of “choice” in Sweden as well as en-
try into higher education. Third, I describe the efforts to widen partici-
pation in higher education in Sweden and will introduce the related 
course in which students in this study took part.  

 Towards the modern Swedish education 
system 

The modern Swedish educational system did not find its footing until 
after World War II when the government established a school com-
mission in 1946 (Werler & Claesson, 2007). Since then a plethora of 
educational changes have taken place, but Åstrand (2016) describes 
two major U-turns in the history of the Swedish education system. 
First, after the second world war, a series of reforms were instituted 
that created a more centralized and comprehensive school system that 
aimed at fostering equality through education. Second, after the early 
1990s economic crisis in Sweden, a series of reforms reversed course 
and decentralized, differentiated, allowed privatization, and instituted 
a market-oriented school system largely governed by the free choice 
of schools by parents and students (Åstrand, 2016; Lundahl, 2002; 
Lundahl & Olson, 2013).  
 
With the framing of Åstrand’s two major U-turns (2016), I connect 
Lindblad (2018) who argues that the trajectory of the Swedish educa-
tion system has experienced four different governing models that have 
led to systematic changes overtime. Table 1 combines the two U-turns 
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in Swedish education described by Åstrand (2016) and the four gov-
erning models that Lindblad (2018) explains have existed along the 
trajectory of Swedish education system since 1950. 
 
Table 1 A periodization in different governing modes in the trajectory of Swedish 
welfare state primary and secondary education 1950-2016 adapted from Lindblad 
(2018, p. 64) and the two U-turns of Swedish education reform adapted from 
Åstrand (2016).  

3.1.1. Comprehensive system of education 
Prior to World War II, the Swedish educational system was a largely 
decentralized system involving both public and private institutions 
providing educational services for the Swedish state (Åstrand, 2016). 
The social democratic led parliaments, based on advice from the 
school commission, set in motion the first Swedish educational system 
U-turn. Essentially, the government at the time “decided to end an ed-
ucational system characterized by a mix of private and public institu-
tions, parallel educational tracks, early selection of students, and high 
inequality” and replaced it “with a unified and comprehensive model 
geared towards democratic ambitions and equality” (p. 74). The pro-
cess in which this new system was crafted more clearly reflected the 
popular narrative of the “Swedish model:” compromise, consensus, 
strong state, and universalism (Lindblad, 2018).  
 
After World War II, the government considered the education system 
as a key mechanism to help shape the Swedish society towards greater 

U-turn Years Governing period Governing model 
U-turn 1:  
 
Compre-
hensive 
system 

1950-1979 Centralized  
reformation 

Governing by parlia-
mentary decision, di-
rectives, and detailed 
state regulation 

1980-1992 Decentralizing  
realization 

Governing by goals in a 
deconcentrated system 

U-turn 2:  
 
Market-
based  
system 

1993-2000 Deregulating  
restructuration 

Governing by markets, 
choice, and information 
systems 

2011- 
forward 

Performative  
re-regulation 

Governing by the com-
parisons of school per-
formances in a restruc-
tured system 
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equality and solidarity. This involved reforming the education system 
to meet the needs of a pluralist society (Englund, 1994; Munhall, 
2017). Erikson and Jonsson (1996) describe four inequities that 
needed to be addressed to provide a folk-home style of education.  
 
Prior to the comprehensive education reforms starting in the 1950s, 
the compulsory and upper-secondary education system each had two 
major problems that were contributing to inequity (Erikson & Jonsson, 
1996). First, children from different social classes were attending dif-
ferent schools, which fostered social discord instead of social cohe-
sion. Second, the system of tracking students at a young age, or segre-
gating students into career and academic paths or based on academic 
skills, occurred too early and limited students’ future career and aca-
demic options (Erikson & Jonsson, 1996).  
 
Likewise, the higher education system at the time had two major is-
sues associated with inequity. First, higher education admission crite-
ria were too favorable to students from upper classes which limited 
social mobility. Second, Swedish higher education was disproportion-
ately populated by students with upper class backgrounds which led to 
a disproportionality of leaders in the workplace. In other words, higher 
education was not serving as a mechanism for social mobility, largely 
related to the structure of the education system that promoted segrega-
tion and inequity (Erikson & Jonsson, 1996).  
 
After the horrors of World War II, Social Democrats were not simply 
inspired by a Swedish ideology that emphasized equality, but they 
were also pragmatically motivated to prevent the spread of totalitarian 
thinking (Åstrand, 2016). They sought to address this through a vari-
ety of programs designed to address inequality. They aimed to fight 
segregation by establishing an education system that “provided all stu-
dents with a shared educational experience” (Åstrand, 2016, p. 76). 
This meant establishing classrooms that included children from all dif-
ferent social backgrounds and academic skills. They also aimed to fos-
ter social cohesion by  using education to foster “democratically 
minded citizens” (Åstrand, 2016, p. 76).20    

 
 
20 The reforms designed to foster democracy were partly inspired by the work of American 
pragmatist John Dewey who advocated for education which fosters democratic thinking and 
skills necessary for successful participation within a pluralist society (Beach, 2018; Englund, 
2000; Munhall, 2017). 
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These changes also meant the system had to be reformed to limit the 
use of early tracking processes which grouped students during their 
early teens based on student abilities or career interests. An aim of the 
reform was to make the system more universal, where students of all 
abilities and interests were able to gain the same preparation. This also 
was a way to counter a divisive early tracking system in Germany that 
was prominent during the Nazi era (Åstrand, 2016), and in some ways 
still is today (Walther et al., 2016b). The goal was to reform the Swe-
dish system into one in which schools “simultaneously engage stu-
dents equally to avoid shaping children’s future by dividing them into 
tracked schools” (Åstrand, 2016, p. 76). 
 
Upon conducting extensive review of the Swedish school system, 
leaders concluded that comprehensive reform was necessary to “solve 
the negative contribution of schooling to reproducing a class-based so-
ciety” (Åstrand, 2016, p. 77). In 1950, a pilot study was begun to ex-
plore instituting a mandatory nine year model regardless of social 
class and a shared curriculum (Åstrand, 2016). In 1962, the Swedish 
parliament approved a nationwide comprehensive system after a dec-
ade of successful pilot studies. The result was the “introduction of the 
compulsory nine-year grundskola (basic school)” (Werler & Claesson, 
2007, p. 742). The full-scale transition to this comprehensive system 
would not be complete until the early 1970s (Åstrand, 2016).  
 

3.1.1.1. Reforms during the 1960s 
During the 1960s, there was also an increased focus on upper-second-
ary education in Sweden. In 1960, three different types of upper-sec-
ondary schools were founded: “general, technical, and secondary trade 
schools” (Werler & Claesson, 2007, p. 742). This was quickly re-
formed in 1964 when the three-year university preparatory gymnasiet 
was introduced which was divided into five programs: “humanities, 
economics, the social sciences, science, and mechanics” (Werler & 
Claesson, 2007, p. 743). In the same 1964 reform, the parliament es-
tablished separate two year upper-secondary vocational schools. This 
separation did not last long, largely because it resulted in a segregation 
between students who finished with higher education eligibility and 
those who did not. This largely left in place a curricular structure that 
reinforced class-based segregation. In 1968, parliament addressed this 
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issue by integrating the vocational schools and the gymnasiet into a 
unified gymnasieskola where students would be qualified profession-
ally and for higher education (Werler & Claesson, 2007). The rate of 
students participating in upper secondary education increased as a re-
sult. 
 
As labor demands began to shift dramatically in Sweden after World 
War II, there was also a need to help adults who either did not finish 
upper-secondary education or did not finish with eligibility to enter 
higher education. In 1967, parliament reformed the community adult 
education system (komvux) by creating a pathway for adults to com-
plete the coursework to “compensate for their lack of a degree from 
the grundskola or the gymnasieskola” (Werler & Claesson, 2007, p. 
742). This made entry to higher education a possibility for these 
adults.  
 
Lindblad (2018) considers these reforms to be part of the centralized 
reformation period of Swedish educational governance (between 1950 
and 1979). During this period, education was seen as having a key role 
in instilling a degree of equality throughout the society (Åstrand, 
2016). For the state to ensure equality for its citizens, the education 
system needed to be unified and centralized. Decisions regarding edu-
cation were governed largely by centralized “parliamentary decision, 
directives, and detailed state regulation” (Lindblad, 2018, p. 64).  
 
This comprehensive system’s structure largely lasted until the begin-
ning of the 1990s, but things began to change in the 1980s, when a pe-
riod of decentralizing realization took hold between 1980 and 1992. 
During the 1970s, problems and frustrations arose in regard to a lack 
of local input and autonomy in curriculum. Starting in 1980, educa-
tional governance began to be decentralized with national directives 
being replaced by national goals. Local actors were now able to 
choose how to achieve national goals based on local conditions.  
 

3.1.1.2. Children and youth in Sweden 
The evolution of the Swedish welfare and education models are con-
nected to norms, philosophies and strategies associated with parenting 
(Gurdal & Sorbring, 2019). A significant amount of research indicates 
that similar narratives that helped reshape the Swedish welfare and ed-
ucational system played similar roles in reshaping the Swedish family 
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(H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2010, 2015; Breckman & Trägårdh, 1996; 
Daun, 1991, 2006; Englund, 1994; Gurdal & Sorbring, 2019; Herman, 
1995; Landahl & Lundahl, 2017; Trägårdh, 2014, 1990).  
 
A sociocultural narrative in Sweden, one that leading educators in the 
country had written about as early as 1900, emphasizes the role the 
state and parents must play in granting children rights as individual 
Swedish citizens to freely design their own lives outside of the control 
and coercion of their parents and other collectives they may be associ-
ated with due to birth (Gurdal & Sorbring, 2019). In the 1970s, this 
narrative, which many suggest is partial evidence of a much broader 
cultural trend of autonomous children and youth seen within Scandi-
navian contexts (Daly, 2011; Hilson, 2008), contributed to the rights 
of children not simply being encouraged but legally enforced. In 1979, 
Sweden became the first country in the world to outlaw physical pun-
ishments or any other insulting treatment towards children (Gurdal & 
Sorbring, 2019).  
 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, during the 1960s and 1970s, 
legislators passed many laws that freed individuals from a Swedish 
structure that legally enforced co-dependency between individuals 
within a family unit (H. Berggren, 2006; H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 
2015; Gurdal & Sorbring, 2019). Women, in particular, were liberated 
from husbands and marriages within a legal system that, despite 
strong Swedish cultural narratives suggesting a deeply rooted notion 
of Swedish gender equality, was still very much rooted in the premod-
ern feudal systems of family law seen across Europe (E. Bengtsson, 
2019; Gurdal & Sorbring, 2019; Myrdal, 2011). According to groups 
such as the Swedish Social Democratic Women’s Conference, the 
state had to step in to reshape the legal structure and ensure that the 
rights of each individual within a family are guaranteed, individually, 
by Swedish law. At the time, many governmental welfare policies 
were based on the family unit at the expense of the rights of individu-
als within the family (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). By the end of 
the 1970s, the rights and autonomy of Swedish individuals within 
their family unit, both adults and children, were enshrined in Swedish 
law (Gurdal & Sorbring, 2019).  
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It seems Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) suggest that this relationship 
between parents and children parallels the overarching statist individu-
alism that they suggest dominates Swedish sociopolitical dynamics. 
Accordingly, within the home, parents (the rulers) actively negotiate 
with (instead of dictate orders to) autonomous children (the subjects) 
within a joint process of growth (parenting). In theory this will lead to 
autonomously independent children transitioning into autonomously 
independent youth who then ultimately are autonomously independent 
adults who negotiate with the state in a similar way throughout their 
adulthood. Interestingly, these notions put forward by Berggren and 
Trägårdh (2015) align directly with Swedish law, educational curricu-
lum and policy, career and guidance policy (Hertzberg, 2015), and the 
transition regime in which they all are a part (H. Berggren & 
Trägårdh, 2010; Gurdal & Sorbring, 2019; Helms Jørgensen, Järvinen, 
& Lundahl, 2019; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014).  
 
As I noted in chapter 2, I think it would be unwise to suggest these de-
velopments are fully unique to Sweden or Swedishness. Develop-
ments associated with wider historical trends within late modernity are 
in play as well. Many social researchers refer to the late modern move 
away from states using the family as the primary unit for social analy-
sis, taxation, and welfare as a process of defamilization or, interest-
ingly, a “Scandinization” (Daly, 2011). Both of which are linked to 
the wider globalized move in the direction of neoliberal philosophy 
(Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; Garrett, 2008).  
 
Decentralization of the Swedish government in the 1980s, for exam-
ple, also reflects an international turn away from centralized state in-
fluence over a citizen’s day to day life. Figures such as Ronald 
Reagan in the U.S. and Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom at-
tacked big government and instituted a number of reforms aimed to 
decentralize governmental services including education. Their policies 
largely fell in line with neoliberalism, which aimed for “low taxes, 
free trade, competition, choice, and private initiative in the delivery of 
public services” (Primrose. et al., 2018). Governing structures around 
the world embodied these neoliberal arguments particularly in the 
1980s and 1990s, when key education reforms took place in Sweden 
(Åstrand, 2016). 
 
A popular political narrative of the 1980s focused on individual free-
dom and choice paving the way for prosperity. As mentioned in the 
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previous chapter, the U.S., for example, had a cultural history of an-
tagonism towards an oppressive state that could limit individual free-
dom. Reagan and other politicians embracing neoliberalism capital-
ized on this by aiming criticism towards the state: “government is not 
the solution to our problem, government is the problem” (Reagan, 
1981). The main argument was that with less government, an individ-
ual can be freer to choose and direct their own life. In countries like 
Sweden, the 1980s ushered a weakening of the old administrative state 
and the strengthening of the new “market-driven state” (Schwartz, 
1994, p. 73) 
 
The neoliberal narrative took a slightly different shape in Sweden. 
Sweden did not see large scale campaigns against the welfare state it-
self. Instead, the state was, again, seen as the mechanism to further 
free individuals from others (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). At the 
end of the 1980s, a commission created by the Swedish state, the 
Commission for Study of Power and Democracy, concluded that the 
“Swedish model” era of strong centralized solutions was over and that 
the “present period is characterized by individualization and internali-
zation” (Englund, 1994, p. 388). This time, state sponsored liberation 
would take place in the education system and would result in en-
hanced individual choice and the adoption of a competitive educa-
tional marketplace.  

3.1.2. Market-based system of education 
Åstrand (2016) explains that the second major U-turn in the history of 
modern Swedish education took place in the early 1990s when a con-
fluence of events led to the creation of a decentralized system of edu-
cation based on neoliberal principles. In this section, I describe the 
changes that led to an educational system of choice and marketization. 
This is largely a result of the 1990s neoliberal education reforms.  
 
As discussed in chapter 2, a severe financial crisis took hold in Swe-
den during the early 1990s, and a conservative alliance took control of 
the Swedish parliament. A series of neoliberal reforms were passed, 
including a 1991 school reform that transformed one of the world’s 
most centralized systems of education into one of the most decentral-
ized (Åstrand, 2016; Beach, 2018; H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015; 
Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; Rojas, 2005). The resulting transformation 
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of the Swedish education system was dramatic and contradicted much 
of the Swedish historical narrative of the 20th century: a country de-
voted to community and universalism (Åstrand, 2016).21 
 
Beach (2018) suggests that “the folk-home project was abandoned and 
both investments and reforms have been more aimed at transforming 
the education system by adopting a global policy paradigm related to 
market politics and neoliberal governance” (p. 4). Åstrand (2016), 
however, suggests that it would be a misreading of history and an 
oversimplification to place responsibility for the transformation of the 
Swedish school system only on the international influence of neoliber-
alism. In contrast, the multifaceted transformation “occurred along in-
tersections of new and old traditions, born of both domestic and for-
eign ideas and practices” (Åstrand, 2016, p. 80). This transformation 
was also a result of left and right wing politicians (Wennström, 2017), 
as the Social Democrats of the 1980s and 1990s “displayed a less hesi-
tant attitude to private alternatives, indicating a shift in their political 
priorities” (Åstrand, 2016, p. 79). In fact, after the Social Democrats 
returned to power after three years of conservative rule and a wide 
range of neoliberal reforms were passed, the Social Democrats had 
largely abandoned their opposition to school privatization (Åstrand, 
2016; Lundahl, 2002).  
 
Lundahl (2002) reviewed policy documents alongside interviewing 
two national school ministers (one conservative, the other social dem-
ocrat) who served during the early nineties when these reforms were 
pushed through and implemented. She finds that there was consensus 
across the political spectrum for school changes. Her analysis indi-
cates that three major arguments were used. First, the complexity and 
pace of change “made it impossible for the central State to steer and 
regulate the work of schools in any detail” (Lundahl, 2002, p. 691). 
Second, increasing variation between the conditions in each region 
made a one-size-fits all centralized model problematic. Third, schools 
and teachers “now had to earn their legitimacy, having lost much of 
their former authority when parents’ level of education had risen, and 
children obtained facts and experiences from other sources than 
school” (Lundahl, 2002, p. 691).  

 
 
21 Similar transitions have taken place to some degree in Denmark and Norway as well, see 
Telhaug, Mediås, & Aasen (2004). 
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The challenge to the legitimacy of schools and teachers also connects 
to a wider phenomenon that Popkewitz (1991) calls “possessive indi-
vidualism.” Within the ideology of “possessive individualism,” indi-
viduals increasingly argue they can best  “determine and improve their 
own capabilities” (Munhall, 2017, p. 21). This also aligns with wider 
arguments in relation to liberalism (Deneen, 2019). 
 
By the mid-1990s, the comprehensive education model, less than 
thirty years old, had rapidly become a “market-oriented model based 
on individual choice, private alternatives, and competition” (Åstrand, 
2016, p. 74). While it is easy to consider this to be a drastic political 
shift counter to Swedish ideology, this perspective reflects an under-
standing of Sweden in relation to the “Swedish model” narrative. 
Åstrand (2016) and others argue that, in fact, it is much more compli-
cated than that narrative, and many aspects of the comprehensive 
model run counter to Swedish history (J. Lane, 1991; Lundberg & 
Tydén, 2010).  
 
Understanding Sweden based on the “Swedish model” era after World 
War II is to understand more of an exception to the history of Sweden 
than the rule according to Åstrand (2016). Åstrand (2016) suggests 
that the social democratic reforms during the 1960s and 1970s in-
volved attributes that run counter to historically typical Swedish poli-
cies of decentralization, private ownership and private operation, vari-
ation, and inequality (p. 77). Likewise, elements of these neoliberal re-
forms align with themes Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) found within 
Swedish cultural artifacts: primacy of the individual, independence 
from other people, the state’s role in liberating individuals, and equal-
ity (p. 211).  
 
The notion of equality within Swedish history (E. Bengtsson, 2019) 
and educational context (Åstrand, 2016; Beach, 2018) is a compli-
cated one. In regard to equality within schools, researchers find that 
parents, among others, often describe educational equality in terms of 
equal opportunity and not equal outcomes. Hultqvist (2018), for ex-
ample, found during interviews with parents that the notion of equality 
was given high value but was seen through a meritocratic lens. 
Through a meritocratic lens, equality suggests everyone should be 
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provided an equal opportunity to perform, but that individual perfor-
mances determine and differentiate outcomes based on the merits of 
one’s performance. Beach (2018) also finds this throughout his re-
search and, like Hultqvist (2018), argues that individual educational 
performances are connected to their family’s collective experience. In 
terms of admission to higher education in Sweden, Lyrén and Wik-
ström (2020) suggest that “diversity is only considered important as 
long as meritocracy is upheld” (p. 213). 

3.1.2.1. Reforms in the early 1990s 
The culmination of four areas of reform shape the market-based sys-
tem that exists today. First, the system was decentralized placing most 
of the national governmental responsibility under local control 
(Åstrand, 2016). Second, the system was deregulated allowing for the 
few privately administered but publicly funded alternative schools to 
expand (Åstrand, 2016). Third, school choice was introduced allowing 
parents and students to choose schools (Åstrand, 2016). Fourth, school 
funding changed from being based on the collective sum of pupils in a 
classroom to an individualized voucher system that pays schools 
based on where the student attends (Åstrand, 2016). Figure 7 displays 
how the four contributed to the market-based system that exists today.  
 

 
Figure 7 Factors transforming the Swedish School System adapted from Åstrand 
(2016, p. 81). 

 

Market-based 
system of 
education

Market-based model with 
private schools and voucher 

mechanisms

1. Decentralization 
Transfer of 

responsibility from 
governmental/national 

level to local 
municipalities (1989-

1991) 

2. Deregulation 
Opportunities to 

establish alternative 
schools expanded, with 
public funds provided to 

run them (1992)

3. School choice
Introduction of parents' 
and students' rights to 
choose school due to 

their priorities
(1993-1994) 

4. School funding: 
Regulatory change from: 

1. per class to 2. lump 
sums, then to 3. 

individuals in voucher-
style model (1991-1994) 
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As a result of the second U-turn, a market-based system of education 
was created that maintains some tenants of the comprehensive system 
but is dynamically different in many ways. The rapid and extensive re-
forms that took place constitute an educational governance model that 
Lindblad (2018) calls the deregulating restructuration period. During 
this period (1993-2000), the number of alternative (often privately-
run) schools drastically expanded, creating a marketplace in which tra-
ditional municipal schools had to compete to maintain funding. 
Schools began to see students as consumers that must be recruited and 
retained in a competitive business environment.  
 
This notion of enhanced individual choice and consumer driven edu-
cation delivery seems to have also bled into the very structure of the 
teacher and student interactions. An increased focus on self-regulated 
learning has been noted by researchers of Swedish education and has 
been connected to neoliberal educational policies (Åstrand, 2016; 
Lundahl et al., 2013; Lundahl & Olson, 2013). Åstrand (2016) 
suggests that the deregulation of schools during 1990s school choice 
reforms led to a decrease in the amount of hours students receive 
teacher-led instruction. Many schools “market” this decreased time 
with teachers as an effort to support independent, student-driven, self-
directed learning experiences (Åstrand, 2016).  
 
Further, complicating efforts to build support for changes among edu-
cational experts was the process in which the neoliberal reforms were 
pushed through parliament (Bunar, 2010a). The lawmaking process 
stands out in stark contrast to a long tradition of deliberation in Swe-
den about such large-scale reforms and the narrative of a culture of 
consensus in particular. Unlike the major reforms in the 1950s-1970s, 
no public commission was established to investigate the pros and cons 
of  a school voucher system (Bergh & Erlingsson, 2009). The finan-
cial crisis seems to have allowed the newly elected conservative gov-
ernment to rapidly push through a school voucher and privatization re-
form without the traditional consensus building associated with the 
“Swedish model.” The process simply does not “fit the pattern of pol-
icy making” in Sweden (Bergh & Erlingsson, 2009, p. 79).  
 
This new model was governed less by the state and more “by markets, 
choice and information systems” (Lindblad, 2018, p. 64). This version 
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of the system was more hands-off, allowing the schools to fail or suc-
ceed entirely as any corporation does in a financial market. In essence, 
the period of heavy regulation and centralized input was over and the 
new model would rely on the idea that “informed customers would 
pick the best schools” (Lindblad, 2018, p. 66). The creation of a 
voucher system where parents and/or students are able to choose a 
school further freed Swedish individuals from their community. No 
longer were Swedes stuck in a school designed by their local commu-
nity or populated by individuals of the community or state’s choice.22 
 
In addition to choosing schools, students entering upper-secondary ed-
ucation must also choose an academic focus or track. This has been 
the case within the comprehensive model as discussed previously; 
however, the amount of options has increased. In 2011, the choices of 
national academic programs expanded to 18 (ONISEP, 2017). Twelve 
of these programs are vocational whereas six are designated as higher 
education preparatory programs. For students who are not eligible for 
entry into a national program, based on courses passed in compulsory 
school, they are eligible to take part in one of five introductory pro-
grams that prepare them for entry into a national upper-secondary pro-
gram (EURYDICE, 2019).  
 
According to Lindblad (2018), the market-based model is largely still 
in place but has been further enhanced by increased state involvement, 
this time in the form of assessment of schools. This performative re-
regulation starting in 2001 is governing schools by large-scale “com-
parisons of school performances” (Lindblad, 2018, p. 64). This is what 
Lindblad (2018) and others (Hultqvist, 2018; Ozga, 2012) refer to as 
the performative turn where transnational networks and technologies 
for comparing schools affect policy. Examples include how policy 
makers and media often focus on the results of international assess-
ments such as TIMSS and PISA as well as other rankings of schools 
and/or school systems (Hultqvist, Lindblad, & Popkewitz, 2018; 
Landahl & Lundahl, 2017).  
 

 
 
22 Prior to the reform, Swedish children were assigned a school based on the geographical lo-
cation of their home. There were some exceptions, for example, if a student wanted to partici-
pate in an educational program that was not available in their municipality, they could attend 
one elsewhere (Beach, 2018). 
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3.1.2.2. Reforms in 2011 
In 2011, the education system was again reformed through an alliance 
of “neoliberals and neoconservatives” who argued that the system 
needed to be modernized to reflect the needs of industry (Nylund, 
Rosvall, & Ledman, 2017, p. 804). The reforms more closely link the 
manner in which state-run schools and independent schools are regu-
lated, institutes a new grading system, and alters upper-secondary pro-
grams and entry requirements (Andreas Schleicher, 2015). The grad-
ing scale changed from a three level scale (pass, pass with distinction, 
and pass with special distinction) to a six level scale from A to F 
(Andreas Schleicher, 2015). Grading is now mandatory for all stu-
dents after year six of schooling, while prior to year six, students do 
not receive grades.  
 
The 2011 reform tightens the admission requirements to enter both up-
per-secondary and, as a result, higher education. Prior to the 2011 re-
form, students only needed to pass three subjects to enter upper-sec-
ondary education: mathematics, English, and Swedish (Andreas 
Schleicher, 2015). After 2011, students applying to enter a vocational 
program must pass an additional “five subjects (eight in total)” and 
those applying to enter a higher education preparatory program must 
pass an “additional nine subjects (twelve in total)” (A Schleicher, 
2015, p. 24). Research suggests the new grading system as well as 
tougher entry requirements into upper-secondary education have nega-
tive effects on Swedish student mental health (Högberg, Lindgren, 
Johansson, Strandh, & Petersen, 2019). 
 
Research also suggests that the 2011 reform increases the “vocational-
academic divide” where students often feel they must choose between 
a path of manual labor (vocational) or intellectual labor (higher educa-
tion preparatory) (Nylund, Ledman, Rosvall, & Rönnlund, 2020; 
Nylund et al., 2017; Nylund & Rosvall, 2019). While the dominant 
narrative backing the need for reform in 2011 was related to the needs 
of industry, Nylund et al. (2017) suggest it was predominantly related 
to other political factors. The result of the reform has been widening 
the gap between the two career tracks to align vocational curriculum 
with neoliberal market principles. Prior to the 2011 reform, students 
completing a vocational program were much more likely to be eligible 
for direct entry into a university after completing upper-secondary. As 
a result of the reform, students who choose a vocational career track 
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must complete a minimum of two additional courses (200 hours of 
study) to gain access to higher education (Nylund et al., 2017, p. 806). 
This makes komvux the default pathway into higher education for 
these students.  
 
The debate and discourse over school choice in Sweden continues. 
Bunar (2010a) suggests that three main positions exist within Swedish 
discussions on school choice but, as suggested already, there was little 
debate regarding the need to decentralize education. First, the market-
oriented position “indicates a wholehearted support for school choice 
policy extolling competition and vouchers as a universal panacea for 
current shortcomings” (p. 2). Researchers supporting this position fo-
cus on the problems with centralized educational bureaucracy, the role 
competition can play in incentivizing school development, the nega-
tive effects housing segregation has on school assignment, and the 
need for schools to be more transparent and responsive to the public 
(Bunar, 2010a, p. 3). 
 
Second, researchers aligning with the market-skeptical position sup-
port decentralization but “vehemently rebuff the accuracy of the mar-
ket-oriented position’s analysis that market control leads to fairer out-
comes and more social justice” (Bunar, 2010a, p. 3). This position has 
been supported by notable educational researchers including Apple 
(2006), Ball (2007, 2012), Beach (2018; 2014; 2011), Dahlstedt 
(2019; 2017; 2007, 2012; 2018), Hultqvist (2018), Lundahl (1990, 
2002; 2013; 2017; 2009), Reay (Reay & Ball, 1998; Reay, Davies, 
David, & Ball, 2001). Backed by empirical evidence that show school 
choice policies have exacerbated segregation in society, these re-
searchers argue that “market forces in the educational field are not so-
cially objective or innocent of class and race/ethnicity divisions” 
(Bunar, 2010a, p. 4). Further, a large amount of research shows that 
the notion of youth making independent educational decisions is 
highly misleading. Research (Ball, 2005; Reay & Ball, 1998; Reay et 
al., 2001) suggests that parental beliefs and class preferences “affect 
the process of school choice, including higher education, leading to 
social enclosure of the most disadvantaged families” (Bunar, 2010a).  
 
Third, the market-ambivalent position argues that the focus should 
shift away from “the paralyzing and meaningless dichotomies for or 
against school choice policy to the more fruitful debate on how to reg-
ulate and organize an essentially new educational system with regard 
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to a broadly defined concept of social justice” (Bunar, 2010a, p. 5). 
There is some evidence that school choice initiatives enable some stu-
dents to leave poorly performing schools housed in “dilapidated and 
stigmatized communities” (Bunar, 2010a, p. 5). In fact, part of the mo-
tivation behind the 1990s reforms in Sweden were to address school 
segregation caused, in part, by housing segregation (Beach, 2018; 
Bunar, 2010b, 2010a) and Brighouse (2000) represents the researchers 
supporting this position as he supports school choice but only when 
“combined with broader reforms aimed at reducing class and race/eth-
nic differences in the society” (Bunar, 2010a, p. 5). According to Bu-
nar (2010a), in the case of Sweden, no such broader reforms were 
combined with the 1990s reforms.  

 The current Swedish educational system 
The present education system in Sweden is both comprehensive and 
free from preschool through university. In many respects, the Swedish 
system is “equitable, open and inclusive” (Beach, 2018, p. 1). Almost 
85% of children between the ages of 3 and 19 are included “for 6 
hours or more each weekday in some form of organized institutional 
education or day-care, regardless of social class, gender or racial or 
ethnic heritage or any possible physical or mental disabilities” (Beach, 
2018, p. 1). While this places Sweden in a positive light within inter-
national comparisons, research suggests that the education system has 
not led to increased equality within the society at large. Many Swedish 
cities remain “highly segregated in terms of the levels of wealth and 
higher education held by their population, as well as in terms of eth-
nicity” (Beach, 2018, p. 1). At the same time, empirical measures of 
segregation, costs, and educational achievement since the 1990s re-
forms suggests only slight changes (either positive or negative):  

“Despite almost 1000 new independent schools and 150,000 students attend-
ing them and many others changing between public schools, despite an inten-
sive ideological offensive for competition and a vivid public debate on the ef-
fects, most researchers and evaluators still claim that the outcome in terms of 
segregation, costs, and achievement at the national level are ambiguous or at 
best visible but small.” (Bunar, 2010a, p. 13) 
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The current educational system in Sweden is highly decentralized be-
cause of the evolution of the system during the 20th century. Govern-
ance responsibilities are divided mostly between the national govern-
ment and municipalities. The national government is responsible for 
passing laws that define the overall goals of the education system, 
evaluating goal achievement, and providing financing to the munici-
palities. Municipalities are largely responsible for administering edu-
cation but must meet national goals. Municipalities develop and im-
plement local strategies, allocate resources, collect taxes that fund ed-
ucation, provide education including special education and career 
guidance, and develop “individual study plans for students at risk of 
failure” (Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014, p. 24). The 290 municipalities 
have a large degree of autonomy to design and implement each of 
these tasks as they deem appropriate. This makes describing a singular 
Swedish education system somewhat problematic as standards are of-
ten met in different ways in different municipalities (Lundahl & 
Olofsson, 2014).  
 
Starting at the age of one year, children are eligible to take part in the 
formal education system.23 Between the ages of 7 and 16, students 
complete compulsory education. Upper-secondary education, which is 
optional, consists of a three-year vocational or higher education pre-
paratory program designed to take place between the ages of 16 and 
19. Those choosing to go directly into higher education are thus eligi-
ble when they are 19 years old (EURYDICE, 2017).24 Figure 8 dis-
plays the structure of the Swedish education system. 
 

 
 

 
23 Unlike in other systems, parents in Sweden do not the right to homeschool their children 
(EURYDICE, 2019). Homeschooling is illegal in Sweden and is prosecuted. 
24 For more detailed description of the Swedish education system, I recommend visiting 
www.skolverket.se which has information in multiple languages regarding the system.  
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Figure 8 Structure of the Swedish education system reprinted with 
permission (EURYDICE, 2019). 
 
The majority of school funding comes from municipal taxes, which 
includes independent schools that are not administered by the munici-
pality (EURYDICE, 2019). As discussed previously, a voucher sys-
tem allows parents and students to choose schools. The 1990s school 
reforms requires municipalities to pay independent schools which are 
often administered by private companies or non-profit organizations 
(Åstrand, 2016; EURYDICE, 2019; Werler & Claesson, 2007). In 
2014, one-fifth of upper-secondary schools in Sweden were run by 
free school companies, many of which are run by private companies 
operating with a profit motive (Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014). Each 
school maintains a profile that outlines features of the school allowing 
for comparison (Werler & Claesson, 2007).  

3.2.1. Autonomous parents, autonomous youth  
The current system of education is built around the concept of autono-
mous choice. Beginning at the first level, pre-school (förskola), 
through higher education the system aims to grant individuals (parents 
or students themselves) the right to choose the school that best fits 
their own desires and/or needs. Prior to upper-secondary school, par-
ents in Sweden are tasked with choosing the right school for their chil-
dren. 
 
In chapter 2, I discuss how researchers suggest that a theme of autono-
mous individualism runs throughout historical and sociocultural narra-
tives of Sweden (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2010, 2015; Bjereld & 
Demker, 2005; Trägårdh, 1990, 1996, 2007, 2013, 2014; Trägårdh & 
Svedberg, 2012) as well as empirical research on Swedish society and 
culture (Bentelid, 2019; Daun, 1991, 2006; Heinö, 2009; Stromberg, 
1991; Törnqvist, 2019). Research related to the current Swedish edu-
cational system suggests this is also a theme that runs particularly 
strong throughout educational policy, law, and  public discourse 
(Beach, 2018; A. Bengtsson, 2016; Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; 
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Hertzberg, 2015; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014; Munhall, 2017).25 The 
policies place the autonomy and associated responsibility in the hands 
of the collective family unit (parents) until the decision regarding up-
per-secondary education, when it transfers to the individual (youth) 
(Hertzberg, 2015). Thus, in Sweden, at the age of 15, the autonomy 
over and responsibility of educational decision-making, according to 
policy, is handed over to the students themselves. 
 
Hultqvist (2018) and others (Bunar, 2010b, 2010a; Dahling & 
Thompson, 2010; Dahlstedt et al., 2018; Furlong, 2013; Liljestrom, 
2003; Reay & Ball, 1998) suggest that in practice parents still have in-
fluence and that youth decisions often are collective in nature even 
within individualized youth policy contexts. Even when parents do not 
actively take part in the upper-secondary education decision process, 
their influence remains. For example, students whose parents have 
“high cultural capital in terms of education, occupation, and lifestyle 
etc., tend to choose academic programs, while students whose parents 
have low cultural capital tend to choose vocational programs” 
(Rönnlund, Rosvall, & Johansson, 2018, p. 362). 
 
The educational structure and transition regime in Sweden divides 
family decision making for a child and individual decision making by 
youth at the end of compulsory school around the age of 15 
(EURYDICE, 2017). Training and policies governing career guidance 
in Sweden focus on supporting and educating youth as autonomous 
decision makers within an educational marketplace (Hertzberg, 2015; 
Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014). Youth are tasked with the management of 
their own educational autonomy as the educational structure requires 
it. Hertzberg (2015) states that in Sweden, this autonomous manage-
ment of education is “laid upon the students at the structural break-
point between primary and secondary education, and between second-
ary and university education or work life” (p. 1214).  
 
Presently, at the age of fifteen, students are tasked with exploring and 
deciding on a career track, program, and school for upper-secondary 
education. With school choice also comes responsibility, a responsi-
bility that also becomes the catalyst for blame when things go wrong. 

 
 
25 This has also been found within other Scandinavian educational contexts, see Telhaug 
(2004). 
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Multiple researchers have pointed to a dominant narrative in Sweden 
that commonly suggests educational challenges are largely the result 
of failures of youth, among other things, to motivate themselves and 
make appropriate decisions (Beach, 2018; Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; 
Hertzberg, 2015; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014).  
 
Students in Sweden are “confronted with a bewildering array of 
choices and are increasingly exposed to the risk of being induced to 
make important decisions on irrational grounds” (Lundahl & 
Olofsson, 2014, p. 26). Further, when things do go wrong, and the 
youth cannot lift the burden on their own, the system requires them to 
develop an individual study plan, where more self-directed learning, 
self-reflection, and individual decision making are key tasks (Lundahl 
& Olofsson, 2014). Similar systems that “empower” youth to make 
educational decisions also do so within a narrative of autonomous 
choice and autonomous responsibility as well (Walther, 2009; Walther 
et al., 2016b).  
 
Ball (2007) argues that neoliberal reforms in many international con-
texts have pushed education systems away from government and to-
wards governance “where individuals are guided by persuasion rather 
than threat and are also expected to be self-regulated and responsible 
for their learning” (Holm, 2013, p. 285). After analyzing interviews 
with 77 upper-secondary students in Sweden, Holm (2013) concludes 
that students in Sweden face a “sea of options” in a marketized con-
text where they are both customers and targets. Fortunately, the Swe-
dish education system is still both comprehensive and flexible, allow-
ing students many opportunities to reenter or redirect their studies. 

3.2.2. Routes towards Swedish higher education 
The Swedish education system also provides individuals multiple 
methods for entry into higher education (EURYDICE, 2018b). With 
this being said, the choices young students make largely shapes the 
route with that they must take to enter higher education. In this disser-
tation, I focus particularly on two moments of choice or decision 
points within the present system: 1. choice at the end of compulsory 
education (grundskola) of upper-secondary school and 2. choice at the 



 

 

 68 

end of upper-secondary education (gymnasieskola) of higher educa-
tion. Thus, my description here will focus on elements of upper-sec-
ondary education and higher education.  
 
To help understand the more typical routes into higher education, I 
have developed the following decision tree to outline the two key de-
cision points focused on in my research: entry into upper-secondary 
and entry into higher education. As Figure 9 highlights, both decision 
points are structured largely by grades and test scores, which Beach 
(2019) suggests are accepted as objective scores of academic perfor-
mances within the Swedish educational discourse but are also subjec-
tive scores based on social class related behaviors and performances.  
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Figure 9 Decision points and routes towards higher education in Sweden created us-
ing  information from (EURYDICE, 2019) 

As Figure 9 displays, students who do not meet the standards for entry 
into a national upper-secondary program can complete an introductory 
program to be eligible for entry. Likewise, students who do not meet 
the standards for entry into a particular higher education program 
(based on grades, upper-secondary program completed, and/or Swe-
dish SAT score) have the option to attend community school (komvux) 
or folk high school (folkhögskola) and/or retake the Swedish SAT 
(högskoleprovet).  
 

Earned grades satisfactory for 
national upper-secondary 

program?

Yes

Vocational

Attend community school (komvux 
or folkhögskola) and take/retake 
Swedish SAT prior to entry into 

higher education 

Higher 
education 

prep

Completed with grades and/or 
Swedish SAT scores necessary for 
entry into chosen higher education 

school and subject?

Yes

Higher education entry

No, or changed 
academic subject

Attend community school (komvux or 
folkhögskola) and/or retake Swedish 

SAT prior to entry into higher 
education

No

Completed introductory 
program?

Decision point 1:  
upper-secondary education 

Decision point 2:  
higher education 
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Students who either did not complete upper-secondary education, 
completed a program outside of the higher education subject area in 
which they are applying, or did not take or earn a sufficient score on 
the Swedish SAT have the option to complete coursework through 
komvux and/or take the Swedish SAT to make them eligible for entry 
(EURYDICE, 2018b).  

3.2.3. Decision point 1: Upper-secondary education 
The upper-secondary education system in Sweden consists of upper-
secondary schools (gymnasieskola) and centers for municipal adult ed-
ucation (komvux) (Werler & Claesson, 2007). Municipalities are re-
quired to offer courses at upper-secondary schools for all students who 
have completed compulsory education and are under the age of 21. All 
18 national programs include eight core subjects: Swedish, English, 
mathematics, physical education and health, history, social science, re-
ligion, and natural science (The Nordic Council and the Nordic 
Council of Ministers, n.d.). Students also choose a small percentage of 
elective courses outside of the prescribed coursework for their chosen 
program (Werler & Claesson, 2007). Often, students choose courses 
which may enable them to study certain subjects in higher education. 
 
Upper-secondary education in Sweden is optional, although it is 
strongly recommended and necessary for most forms of employment 
(Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014). The majority of youth in Sweden enter 
an upper-secondary education program, with only 1% never starting a 
program (European Commission, 2018b). Although such a high per-
centage of students begin upper-secondary education, many do not 
leave with a diploma, estimated at about five percent (European 
Commission, 2018b). Twenty five percent of each yearly cohort of 
students fail to graduate with an upper-secondary education diploma 
by the age of 25 (Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014). Further, while the sys-
tem is designed to have students study and graduate with a diploma in 
three years, 35% of students do not (European Commission, 2018b).  
 
One reason a large percentage of students do not earn a diploma in 
three years is that many students change academic programs and/or 
schools. A 2011 report by the Swedish education agency, Skolverket, 
found that more than one in every ten students, or 11%, change aca-
demic programs (Skolverket, 2011). When students change academic 
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programs, it often requires that they also change schools. If they de-
cide to change their program and/or school after the first few weeks of 
the school year, they often will be unable to get a place in a new 
school and/or program for some time. This often involves students 
taking a study break or participating in an independent study program 
before beginning their new program (Skolverket, 2011). Thus, making 
changes to a program or school that is presumably a better fit often 
contributes to a delay in completion.  

 
While students are eligible to enroll in any school across the country, 
the reality is the location of one’s home still largely governs the 
choices they have. The system of education allows independent 
schools to be particularly profit-driven (Beach, 2018). This results in a 
large concentration of independent schools in urban areas where 
schools have a larger consumer base of students. This often leaves few 
to no independent school alternatives in rural areas. Therefore, be-
cause Sweden is a predominantly rural country, a significant amount 
of students cannot choose between schools (Werler & Claesson, 
2007).  
 
I argue that it is highly misleading to suggest that the upper-secondary 
educational choice is a singular one. In fact, many interrelated choices 
are required, each bringing many potential consequences(Lund, 2008; 
Myrdal & Morell, 2011). My review of the literature suggests there 
are three key choices which revolve around each student’s decision:  

1. Choice of career track. 
2. Choice of program. 
3. Choice of school.  

3.2.3.1. Career track 
The choice of a career track is first shaped by whether a student 
chooses to pursue a vocational or a higher education preparation track. 
Only those who compete a higher education preparatory program will 
have the ability to enter higher education directly after graduation. 
Students completing a vocational track have to complete supplemental 
community school (komvux) coursework to become eligible for higher 
education enrollment. This is a more recent change as a result of the 
2011 education reform (Nylund et al., 2017). Prior to this reform, stu-
dents in either track were eligible for higher education directly after 
upper-secondary program completion.  



 

 

 72 

 
It is important to note that many students graduating from a higher ed-
ucation preparatory program also find themselves ineligible for higher 
education entry in certain subject areas. Should a student, for example, 
complete a social science higher education preparatory program but 
then decide to pursue a medical degree in higher education, they will 
also be required to complete additional course work at a community 
school (komvux) prior to being eligible for higher education entry.  

3.2.3.2. Program 
Once a student has determined which track, vocational or higher edu-
cation, they must choose a program from either track.26 There are 12 
vocational upper-secondary programs and 6 higher education prepara-
tory programs. Table 2 displays the program options students choose 
from. 
Table 2 Upper-secondary education programs in Sweden (Skolverket, 2016) 

Vocational programs Higher education preparatory pro-
grams 

Child and recreation  Business management and economics 
Building and construction Arts 
Electricity and energy  Humanities 
Vehicle and transport Natural science 
Business and administration  Social science 
Handicraft Technology 
Hotel and tourism  
Industrial technology  
Natural resource use  
Restaurant management and 
food 

 

HVAC and property mainte-
nance  

 

Health and social care  
  

 
 
26 Some additional options exist outside of these national programs, International Baccalaure-
ate (IB) being one example.  
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3.2.3.3. School 
The choice of a career track and national program often serves to nar-
row down the third key choice: choice of school. Swedish law requires 
schools to develop a profile of their school and to detail which pro-
grams they offer. This often connects to the market for such programs 
in specific municipalities. In some cases, programs may only be of-
fered at one school in the student’s area, leaving little school choice if 
they do not want to move away from home (Beach, 2018).  

3.2.4. Exploration of options 
As described, students are tasked with determining the appropriate ca-
reer track (vocational or higher education), national program, and 
school. Parents of young children in Sweden are tasked with making 
educational choices through compulsory education, whereas strong 
emphasis is placed on the autonomy of the youth’s own choice when it 
comes to upper-secondary education (Hertzberg, 2015; Holm & 
Lundahl, 2019). Municipalities are tasked with ensuring that schools 
provide students with access to career guidance, and potential upper-
secondary schools are also required to provide information about their 
program offerings and the profile of each school.  
 
I will discuss three main sources of information regarding a student’s 
choice of career track, academic program, and school: career guid-
ance, internet-based exploration, and school fairs. Within each of 
these sources of information, it is hard to draw a clear line between 
what is standard information and what is information designed to sell 
and market a particular school.  
 

3.2.4.1. Career guidance  
The field of career guidance often places a large focus on the mission 
of social justice which aims to help students gain skills necessary to 
direct their education and careers around the many social barriers in-
herent within the system (Furlong & Cartmel, 2009; Hooley et al., 
2019). Career guidance practitioners face an uphill battle working to-
wards this goal within a neoliberal educational context (Hooley et al., 
2019), particularly in systems like Sweden where the students they 
support are under great strain to make appropriate choices of career 
track, program and school at the age of fifteen. In Sweden, a Career 
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guidance practitioner’s primary role is to inform and guide students on 
their “vocational orientation and focus” (Lundahl & Nilsson, 2009, p. 
31) and not to help students determine a school to attend. The burden 
of making a school choice rests in the hands of the students although 
regulations indicate that the student’s school “should also help stu-
dents become more capable of analyzing choices, and the possible 
consequences of these choices” (Lundahl & Nilsson, 2009, p. 31)  
 
Career guidance policy changes have closely followed the trajectory 
of the welfare state and the education system. In other words, career 
guidance in Sweden has also moved from a comprehensive and cen-
trally regulated endeavor to a decentralized locally regulated one 
(Lundahl & Nilsson, 2009). Career guidance in Sweden is rather 
unique in having a dedicated curriculum of training that results in a 
three-year bachelor’s level degree. Career guidance practitioners in 
Sweden are required to have adequate education, typically the degree 
just mentioned; however, research suggests this is not always the case 
(Lundahl & Nilsson, 2009). 
 
Career guidance practitioners in schools are tasked with advising stu-
dents prior to deciding for upper-secondary education. Career guid-
ance exists at a number of levels throughout the school system that 
students in this study may or may not encounter along their trajectory. 
Career guidance is offered during compulsory, upper-secondary, 
komvux or folkhögskola, and within higher education (European 
Commission, 2018a). As this career guidance is required by the Swe-
dish state but is often managed and facilitated by schools or agencies 
that may be private companies, non-profit, or state-run, it is hard to 
pin-point who actually is taking the responsibility for these services. 
This, in itself, raises questions about the nature of such guidance and 
the relationship it may or may not have with marketing interests.  
 
There has been some criticism of the career guidance offered to stu-
dents in three main areas: weaknesses in the planning and evaluation 
of guidance services, students not receiving continuous guidance, and 
schools not doing enough to discourage students from choosing “pro-
fessions by gender, social or cultural background” (European 
Commission, 2018a). Career guidance practitioners in Sweden are 
also unable to provide the quality of services expected. Many practi-
tioners have expressed lacking the resources, time, and competencies 
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necessary to adequately support the students who are tasked with de-
ciding on a career track, program, and school. In a letter to the govern-
ment, it was revealed that, on-average, each practitioner was assigned 
to 550 students, leaving them only two and a half hours per year per 
student (European Commission, 2018a). In reality, this places the bulk 
of the responsibility for the exploration process in the hands of fifteen-
year-old students. 

3.2.4.2. Internet-based exploration 
There is a vast amount of information online about the options stu-
dents have to choose from at the upper-secondary, municipal adult ed-
ucation, and higher education levels. The information available is not 
always clear to students and is complex. As with career guidance, it is 
not always clear what is marketing and what is general information 
(Dahlstedt & Harling, 2017; Harling, 2019).  
 
The national education agency, Skolverket, maintains a website, 
Utbildingsinfo.se, which is an information portal designed to help 
guide students who need to make decisions (Skolverket, 2019). On the 
website, students can review information regarding what upper-sec-
ondary academic programs might best fit their career goals as well as 
which schools they can consider that offer such a program.  
 
To understand the complexity a student would experience, let us play 
the role of Erik, a fictional fifteen-year-old student, who wants to be-
come a doctor but is also interested in a humanities upper-secondary 
program. The information itself is complex, combining both the career 
specific guidance (in relation to the upper-secondary coursework re-
quired for Erik to be eligible for entry into a medical university) and 
the academic program specific guidance (in relation to the upper-sec-
ondary education curriculum required within the humanities program). 
 
A tool on the website allows Erik to choose an academic program he 
is interested in and a career he would like to have. In this example, 
Erik selects medical doctor as a career and humanities as the upper-
secondary education program. The tool then produces a multicolored 
pie-chart that indicates three things:  

1. Green: indicates the career areas that directly align with the 
chosen academic program (humanities) (meaning additional 
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coursework would not be necessary for any of the career areas 
in green). 

2. Yellow: indicates the career areas that may align with the cho-
sen academic program (humanities) if the upper-secondary 
school chosen offers the courses and he elects to take them 
alongside his other coursework (in other words, the curriculum 
does not directly align with the career options in yellow but 
careful selection of school and coursework may him to become 
eligible for them while in upper-secondary school). 

3. Orange: indicates the career areas which do not align with the 
academic program (humanities), and that there is not an option 
to take supplemental courses in upper-secondary to make up for 
it within this program. Erik would have to either complete an 
extended program, if approved by the school principal, or sup-
plement with coursework after completing upper-secondary ed-
ucation. In other words, Erik would have to attend folk hög-
skola or komvux after graduation to be able to pursue any of the 
career areas in orange.  

 
Figure 10 is a screenshot of the Swedish version of the resulting pie 
chart to give you a sense of the complexity in visual form.  
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Figure 10 Career/higher education eligibility if Erik chose a humanities upper-sec-
ondary program (Skolverket, 2019) 

 
If Erik was to choose to complete the humanities program in upper-
secondary education, he would automatically be eligible for four ca-
reer areas (those in green): lawyer, career guidance practitioner, pre-
school teacher, and social studies teacher (A1, A6, A6a, and A6c). 
Erik wants to become a medical doctor though, and that option (A13) 
is in orange meaning not only will he have to supplement beyond the 
humanities program, but he will have to do so after upper-secondary 
education and before medical school. This program option seems to 
involve a lot of work to select appropriate courses both during and af-
ter graduation from upper-secondary, so Erik decides to instead look 
into what option would give him the most “green.” That is, what op-
tion would give him the most streamlined process towards medical 
school? Figure 11 is the result if Erik chose to complete the natural 
science upper-secondary program.  
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Figure 11 Career/higher education eligibility if Erik chose to complete a natural sci-
ence upper-secondary program (Skolverket, 2019) 

 
“Wow, so much more green!” Erik says. In fact, with this option, there 
is only one career/higher education option that he would not be able to 
become eligible for during upper-secondary education: sign language 
teacher. Erik decides to choose to do natural sciences then, and now 
he just has to find a school. Now Erik will use the same website to 
search for a school somewhere in Sweden that offers the natural sci-
ence upper-secondary education program.  
 
As Erik starts his search, he notices that there are over 5,000 different 
schools in the database, therefore he needs to search only for schools 
with natural science programs. After limiting the search to only natu-
ral science programs, Erik is relieved, as he only has to choose one 
from 468 schools across Sweden. Erik decides to further limit the 
search to municipality, so he selects Stockholm, which now limits him 
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to 63 schools to choose from. Erik does not know which school might 
be best, so he uses the provided compare tool and chooses 10 random 
schools to compare. Luckily, the information provided might help 
him. Figure 12 is a screenshot of the information provided using the 
comparison tool. 
 

 
Figure 12 Screenshot of comparison tool report for ten schools in Stockholm offer-
ing the natural science program (Skolverket, 2019) 

As a future upper-secondary education student, Erik can now use 
these numbers to help determine which school to choose. He is pro-
vided: the ratio of teachers to students, the percentage of teachers who 
are licensed, the average grade point average in the school, the per-
centage of students with basic qualifications for admission, and the 
lowest and highest admission scores at the school. If he wants more 
information about the school, he is directed to the school’s website 
which is largely marketing for that particular school. 
 
Using the same example, I will also highlight how easy it is to be con-
fused by what is state provided information and what is marketing. 
Erik decides to get a second opinion and googles “hitta gymnasium” 
(find high school). The first page to come up is Gymnasium.se which 
is a for-profit website that aims to help students also make decisions.  
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Erik uses the search field on the main page to search for a natural sci-
ence program. The two screenshots below, figures 13 and 14, show 
the main website as well as the results from his search. Note that the 
search results are not ordered in any alphabetical order. This site is 
managed by an educational marketing firm and is designed to help 
schools recruit students. In fact, the first school to show up on the 
search is “recommended” by the site because it has been paid to do so. 
The first school is one managed by a municipality, another blurring of 
state with the market. The schools that follow in the non-alphabetical 
list are largely for-profit companies.  
 

 
Figure 13 Screenshot from Gymnasium.se (Educations Media Group, 2019) 

 
Figure 14 Screenshot from Gymnasium.se (Educations Media Group, 2019) 
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Gymnasium.se is one of six similar Swedish websites owned by Edu-
cations Media Group, a private company that describes themselves as 
the “market leader of education marketing” (Educations Media Group, 
n.d.) The company works “with over 4,000 education providers in 40 
countries and helps 3 million students find the right course for their 
needs…” (Educations Media Group, n.d.). They do so by allowing 
recommendations, advertising, and testimonials that are not easy to 
distinguish as such. This website is livelier, it has recommendations, 
advertisements for schools, and even testimonials from students who 
go to the schools. Figure 15 and Figure 16 are screenshots from Edu-
cations Media Group’s website that outline several of the targeted 
online marketing services they offer educational institutions seeking to 
recruit students.  
 

 
Figure 15 Screenshot from www.educationsmediagroup.com/services listing the ser-
vices offered to their to schools and institutions to help recruit students online 
(Educations Media Group, 2020). 
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Figure 16 Screenshot from www.educationsmediagroup.com/services listing the ser-
vices offered to schools and institutions to help recruit students online (Educations 
Media Group, 2020). 

As depicted in Figure 15 and Figure 16, the company offers services 
to build dedicated pages about their schools, to use Search Engine Op-
timization (SEO) to increase the likelihood their websites appear first 
when searched, provide deep insights into their market, and deliver 
schools high quality visitors who may turn into high quality enroll-
ments. One such company that provides a customer testimonial on the 
same services website states the services the marketing firm provides 
is the only that “really works and that has generated a high number of 
conversions and a very measurable income. The target audience is far 
superior to other sites that we’ve used in the past and we really like 
working with the team” (Educations Media Group, 2020). This exam-
ple is not an outlier as research from both Sweden and elsewhere indi-
cate the growth and marketing acumen of the Edu-business industry 
(Ball, 2007; Dahlstedt & Harling, 2017; Erixon Arreman & Holm, 
2011; Holm & Lundahl, 2019).  
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3.2.4.3. School fairs  
Most municipalities arrange school fairs where representatives from 
various schools can provide information and recruit students (Lundahl 
& Olson, 2013). Each year over 100,000 ninth grade students in Swe-
den attend one of these fairs, which have taken place in the country 
since the mid 1990s (Dahlstedt & Harling, 2017). The number of 
schools participating depends on the size of the municipality. The fairs 
in Stockholm and Gothenburg typically have hundreds of schools, 
both private and public, whereas in smaller towns there are often 
fewer than ten schools participating (Harling, 2019). 
 
The fairs serve many interests, both educational and business. For the 
state, municipalities specifically, it is one of the main methods they 
have for providing students with access to the large variety of schools 
and programs available. For schools, it is one of the main venues they 
have for recruiting students in person. Career guidance practitioners 
stress the importance of the fairs by often visiting classrooms to en-
courage student attendance at them (Harling, 2019). For students, it is 
an opportunity to compare various schools and programs and to so-
cialize with not only administrators from those schools but also stu-
dent ambassadors who are often on hand to help recruit them 
(Dahlstedt & Harling, 2017; Harling, 2019; Holm, 2013)  
 
The scene at these fairs is described as festive, where loud music, 
flashing videos of school life, friendly faces, and opportunity greet the 
students who enter (Dahlstedt & Harling, 2017; Harling, 2019). Stu-
dents are provided information related to the programs offered but are 
also introduced to two key market-oriented components at the fair: 
school appearances and incentives. Different schools use the appear-
ance of their school as a marketing representation of the experience 
the students will have if they attend. In Harling’s study (2019), he 
noted that some of the students he interviewed were suspicious of the 
schools that overly sold their appearance and felt that they were being 
targeted, manipulated, and intentionally sold misleading information. 
Additionally, various schools, mostly independent ones run by private 
companies, often incentivize enrollment at their schools by offering 
free technology (laptops, iPads, etc.) to students who choose to enroll. 
Some students in Harling’s interviews indicated that the incentives, or 
“bait offers,” are compelling for some students who choose schools 
based on what they will get, be it a laptop, international trips, etc. 
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(Harling, 2019, p. 181). Previous research suggests that social class 
factors related to a parental educational background as well as access 
to particular social networks help shape how students evaluate this in-
formation and are influenced by these, somewhat predatory, marketing 
tactics (Beach, 2018; Dahlstedt & Harling, 2017; Harling, 2019).  
 
Research conducted by Harling (2019) suggests that while municipali-
ties maintain rules for the fairs that are designed to ensure that they 
are “information fairs,” interviews with principals indicate that 
providing information is only a minor portion of what goes on in these 
fairs. One such principal estimated that information accounts for “10% 
of the content at the fair—the rest is, as he describes it, a ‘sales fair’” 
(Harling, 2019, p. 175).  
 
The information provided can be either general information, market-
ing, or a mixture of the two. This again, blurs the lines between what 
is the state and what is the private enterprise and what is general infor-
mation and what is advertising. Harling (2019) argues that distinguish-
ing between advertising and neutral information is hard to do for these 
young students and that the lines are so blurred that thinking about the 
two in dualistic terms is problematic.  

3.2.5. When things go wrong 
Municipalities, at the direction of the central administration, have 
mechanisms in place to support students who for a variety of reasons 
need to switch their upper-secondary career track, program, or school 
(Skolverket, 2011). Guidelines must be followed by the local munici-
palities but there are no uniform support efforts taking place through-
out Sweden. A 2011 report by the Swedish education agency 
(Skolverket) reports that the number of students changing tracks, pro-
grams, and schools is increasing.  
 
A change can be problematic for students. Changes that take place af-
ter the first few weeks in a school year can often mean that students 
will have to stay out of formal education for a period of time and often 
start their new program from the beginning the following year 
(Skolverket, 2011). In other words, the content they studied previously 
often does not transfer into the content they need in their new pro-
gram. This is particularly the case when students change career tracks, 
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between a vocational program and higher education preparatory pro-
gram. Individual programs, often in the form of internships, are used 
to maintain student involvement in education until they are able to 
change to their new program or school (Skolverket, 2011). 
 
Students changing programs and schools is also challenging for mu-
nicipalities who manage and fund upper-secondary education. Le-
gally, municipalities are required to provide a high quality upper-sec-
ondary education to students regardless of where they choose to study. 
Students are provided with the right to choose as well as the right to 
change that choice. Often, this can be costly for municipalities that are 
required to pay for the extra time, often years, in which students take 
to study due to a change (Skolverket, 2011). Thus, I argue that munic-
ipalities stress the importance of the upper-secondary education choice 
not simply out of a desire to empower autonomous fifteen-year-olds to 
design their future, but also in the hopes of limiting financial ramifica-
tions if the student chooses “incorrectly.”  

3.2.6. Decision point 2: Higher education 
Higher education is free for students in Sweden and there are fifteen 
universities (universitet) and sixteen university colleges (högskolor) 
(EURYDICE, 2018b). Individuals in Sweden attend higher education 
at a slightly lower rate (30%) than other Nordic countries (33-35 per-
cent) (Swedish Higher Education Authority, 2017, p. 5). This rate of 
attendance in Sweden has rapidly risen though, having increased ten 
percent between the years 2005 and 2015 (Swedish Higher Education 
Authority, 2017, p. 6). Participation in higher education in Sweden is 
highest among individuals between the ages of 19 and 24 and partici-
pation is higher among women in every age group (Swedish Higher 
Education Authority, 2017, p. 22). Compared to other countries, how-
ever, Swedish first-year students at universities are among the oldest 
in the world (Lyrén & Wikström, 2020). As mentioned previously, the 
Swedish government aims to increase higher education access and 
completion.  
 
Admissions into higher education in Sweden is also a complex pro-
cess. First, to be eligible for the direct entry route, students must grad-
uate from a higher education preparatory upper-secondary program 
and earn a diploma. If the student applies to enter a program at a 
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school where there are more applicants than spots available, universi-
ties then must follow the government-mandated quota system to deter-
mine enrollment. Government regulations require at least one third of 
students be admitted based on upper-secondary education grades, one 
third based on Swedish Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores, and 
the final third can be admitted based on local criteria (Lyrén & 
Wikström, 2020) Local criteria are used rarely; in 2015 more than one 
third of universities did not use local criteria for admissions at all 
(Lyrén & Wikström, 2020, p. 206). One such local criteria the govern-
ment allows is admission based on prior non-formal learning. This is 
largely related to giving course credit for prior work experience 
(EURYDICE, 2018a). The government has suggested this should 
serve as a tool for universities to widen participation (Swedish 
Council for Higher Education, 2016).  
 
Students who did not first earn a higher education preparatory diploma 
must complete coursework through a community school (komvux) or 
attend a folk high school (folkhögskola). Folk high schools are based 
on liberal arts learning and are independent of the national curriculum 
that governs upper-secondary education (Folkhögskola.nu, 2016). 
They are often seen as a second chance for students who did not com-
plete upper-secondary through the traditional path. Second, students 
often must also meet the Swedish SAT test scores required for the pro-
gram they are applying to at the university of their choice. Students 
who have not taken it, received scores that were not sufficient, or took 
the test earlier than five years prior to higher education application 
must take the test to apply.  
 
Exploration methods for higher education are similar to those dis-
cussed for upper-secondary education. Career guidance is available 
from the municipality. Often this is provided through adult education 
centers such as komvux or at universities. Hultgren (2009) found that 
upper-secondary education students explored a variety of sources of 
information regarding their choice of program and university. These 
sources included university produced information, labor market statis-
tics published in popular media, interactions with upper-secondary ed-
ucation staff, peers, and family members (Hultgren, 2009). Hultgren 
(2009) also found that many students entering higher education within 
Sweden lack the information literacy skills needed to make informed 
study and career decisions.  
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3.2.7. Widening participation in Swedish higher 
education 

My focus in this section is based on the participants in my research 
who by and large represented three groups that are now targets for 
widening education efforts: first-generation university students, older 
students, and students with disabilities. The Swedish government has 
made widening participation in higher education a priority (Swedish 
Council for Higher Education, 2016). Traditionally, two factors have 
the focus in Swedish widening participation efforts: social background 
and foreign background. Social background refers here to parents’ 
level of education whereas foreign background refers to people who 
were born abroad or people born in Sweden with both parents born 
outside of Sweden. First-generation university students, students 
whose parents did not attend higher education, are and remain a par-
ticular focus as they often fall into both of these categories (Swedish 
Council for Higher Education, 2016). This limited focus for widening 
participation efforts was largely criticized in their 2016 report. The re-
port goes on to stress that this focus should be expanded to consider 
“gender, between rural and urban, and between different regions, or 
differences due to faith, sexual orientation or various types of disabil-
ity, and how these aspects interact” (Swedish Council for Higher 
Education, 2016).  
 
Within Sweden it is “twice as common for people with parents who 
have higher education to continue to higher education themselves, 
than it is for people whose parents’ highest level of education is up-
per-secondary” (Swedish Council for Higher Education, 2016). First-
generation university students are particularly a focus within the wid-
ening participation efforts in Sweden (Swedish Council for Higher 
Education, 2016; Thunborg, Bron, & Edström, 2013) and internation-
ally (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Cruce, Kinzie, Williams, Morelon, & 
Yu, 2005; Gabriel & Flake, 2017; Hope, 2014; Northedge, 2010; 
Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2005; Thomas & Quinn, 
2007; Ward, Siegel, & Davenport, 2012).  
 
Older students who have spent many years outside of formal school-
ing, often in the workplace, also are targets for widening participation. 
While conducting research for the report, the Swedish Council for 
Higher Education found a clear consensus among representatives at 
higher education institutions across Sweden that evaluations of prior 
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learning contribute to widening participation. Evaluations of prior 
learning are usually institutional mechanisms used to consider the ex-
periences of older applicants for admission. Research on older stu-
dents within Sweden suggests they often leave or take breaks from 
higher education due to family obligations (Carlhed, 2016) and also 
are often motivated to enter higher education because of the same ob-
ligations (Thunborg et al., 2013).  
 
Swedish institutions can choose to create alternative admission path-
ways for students with relevant work experience and training. Having 
such mechanisms can widen participation by making higher education 
more realistic for those “with chequered pasts” and can “create a more 
heterogeneous student group and thus a way for reaching older people, 
for example, who do not have the basic entry requirements but instead 
have a great deal of professional experience” (Swedish Council for 
Higher Education, 2016). Berggren (2007) suggests it is more compli-
cated because these evaluations of prior learning often require stu-
dents complete the SweSAT and earn the minimum score for the pro-
gram in order to gain entry as well.  
 
Students with disabilities are also a focus of widening participation 
within the Swedish context (Swedish Council for Higher Education, 
2016). Research on students with disabilities in higher education sug-
gests they face additional challenges and need support throughout 
their experience as a student (D. Daley & Birchwood, 2010; Gabriel & 
Flake, 2017; L. Lane, 2017; Olson, 2014). Previous research on stu-
dents with disabilities entering Swedish higher education reports a sig-
nificant increase in attendance of students with diagnoses, particularly 
students with dyslexia or other specific learning conditions (ADHD 
for example) (Weedon, 2017). 

3.2.8. Introduction to university learning course 
My research takes place within the context of a course that was par-
tially designed to widen participation in higher education. Students in 
this case study were enrolled in an undergraduate-level introduction to 
university learning course taught during the summer of 2016 at a 
large, research-intensive university in Sweden. The course has been 
taught once a summer for over five years and was originally designed 
as a curricular intervention to help the university widen participation 
in higher education and to improve the retention of already enrolled 
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students. The course is five weeks long and focuses on academic skills 
necessary for successfully completing higher education. Additional 
workshops and presentations incorporate a variety of university sup-
port services including academic advising and career services, in 
hopes exposing students to these services will also further strengthen 
their chances for success. The course is open for students to apply to 
regardless of academic discipline and provides 7.5 ECTs upon suc-
cessful completion and admits a total of 75 students.  
 
The course is open to all incoming and current university students, but 
it is particularly designed to address the needs of two specific popula-
tions of students. First, marketing and outreach efforts are made to lo-
cal upper-secondary schools in hopes of recruiting students who are 
starting at the university in the autumn, therefore offering them a 
smoother start to their higher education career. The course is also de-
signed to help widen participation, in hopes that students reluctant to 
enter higher education due to a variety of concerns may feel more 
comfortable to pursue higher education if provided this front-loaded 
curricular academic support course. Second, students who have strug-
gled academically at the university are also a target for this course. 
Academic advisors, career, health, and other university support staff 
often recommend this course to students they interact with who may 
fit into this category.  
 
This type of course is not very common in the European context, alt-
hough introduction to university courses, or first-year seminars, are 
common elsewhere, particularly in the U.S. (Nutt & Calderon, 2009). 
Another example within the Swedish context took place at Gothen-
burg University, where a first-year course was designed to help stu-
dents transition successfully into the university (Hultberg, Plos, 
Hendry, & Kjellgren, 2008). Research from other contexts on student 
transitions into higher education and curricular interventions are nu-
merous (Baik, Naylor, & Arkoudis, 2015; L. Harvey, Drew, & Smith, 
2006; Johnston, 2010; Mellor, Brooks, Gray, & Jordan, 2015; Olson, 
2014; Yorke & Longden, 2008). 
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 Conclusion 
The trajectory of the Swedish education system aligns closely with the 
transformation of the welfare state from a social democratic folk-home 
model to a neoliberal market-based model. Åstrand (2016) depicts ar-
guments suggesting neoliberal reforms of education are contradictory 
to Swedish ideology and history are incorrect. He suggests that the 
Swedish education system has a history of decentralization, privatiza-
tion, and inequity. Understanding and defining the Swedish system 
based on the folk-home era is thus problematic (Åstrand, 2016).  
 
The market-based system of education places a large burden on youth 
to make appropriate academic and career decisions at the age of fif-
teen. Students are subjected to large scale marketing efforts by schools 
and are tasked with deciding related to career track, program, and 
school. This process is complex, and a 2011 reform expanded the 
number of programs available, increased the requirements necessary 
to enter upper-secondary education (and in turn higher education), and 
widened the gap between vocational and higher education tracks by 
eliminating the automatic eligibility of vocational track students for 
higher education (Nylund et al., 2017).  
 
The Swedish system of education still remains rather comprehensive 
and allows for multiple pathways to enter and reenter the education 
system. Research on the positive or negative effects on school choice 
in the country have been mixed with little proof that educational out-
comes have drastically changed as a result (Bunar, 2010a). The effects 
on society, however, may be more clear as research indicates inequal-
ity and segregation continue to be significant issues (Bunar, 2010a) 
and in several studies have exacerbated in connection with school 
choice (Beach, 2018). In the next chapter, I provide an overview of 
previous research related to my study.  
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4. Previous research 

In this chapter, I present previous research. First, I describe key con-
cepts within educational trajectory research: the life course, govern-
ance perspective, and transition regimes. Second, I discuss research on 
self-efficacy beliefs which help shape trajectories. Third, I discuss re-
search about education and career decisions that are made during key 
moments along educational trajectories. Fourth, I describe research re-
lated to the transition into higher education. Lastly, I describe four 
studies from the Swedish context that are particularly relevant to my 
dissertation. 

 Educational trajectories 
I focus on the educational trajectory students experience between up-
per-secondary education and higher education. My decision to focus 
on educational trajectories was inspired by the work on the govern-
ance of educational trajectories in Europe (Walther et al., 2016b). 
Within their work, an educational trajectory is defined “as the institu-
tionally expected progression in education and as the subjective expe-
rience that the individuals make of it…” (Walther et al., 2016b, p. 1). 
Throughout an individual’s experience, there are multiple transitions 
“that punctuate these trajectories…” (Pallas, 2003). Researching edu-
cational trajectories helps shine light on interactional processes that 
take place across time and space between individuals and the social 
structures they encounter.  
 
Walther et al. (2016) use three components to understand educational 
trajectories: time, space, and dynamic. The time component focuses 
on how educational trajectories take place across stages and transi-
tions that are often institutionalized by educational structure. Second, 
the space component focuses on how educational trajectories take 
place in differing specific contexts. Third, the dynamic component fo-
cuses on how trajectories accumulate over time, across a variety of 
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spaces, and involve the interaction between student agency and educa-
tional structure (Walther et al., 2016a). Figure 17 depicts these three 
perspectives. 

 
Figure 17 Three major components inherent within educational trajectory research 
adapted from Walther et al. (2016b). 

Educational trajectory research combines two perspectives: a life 
course perspective and the governance perspective. The life course 
perspective combines the “structural-institutional view with a perspec-
tive on the individual trajectory involving both the ‘objective’ move-
ment through educational arrangements and subjective experience and 
meaning making” (Cuconato, Dale, do Amaral, & Walther, 2016, p. 
5). The governance perspective focuses on analyzing “which and how 
different actors are involved, and investigating how political deci-
sions, public discourses on education, institutional programmes and 
individual interact” (Cuconato, Dale, et al., 2016, p. 5). 

4.1.1.1. The life course 
The life course is a social institution or mechanism that orders 
lifespans along a series of transitions (Walther et al., 2016a). The need 
for ordering lives largely came about during early modernity as histor-
ical processes weakened “collective patterns of socialization” and cre-
ated a need for “secular order connecting individual lives with the so-
cietal division of labor” (Walther et al., 2016a, p. 18). The creation of 
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modern educational systems served as a key tool for creating such a 
secular order and contributed to the “emergence of a life phase – 
namely youth” (Walther et al., 2016a, p. 18). It is during this phase 
when the “allocation to (unequal) occupational and social positions” 
takes place (Walther et al., 2016a, p. 18).  
 
The institutionalized life course refers to those elements of the life 
course that are clearly defined by regulations and have become socie-
tal norms as a result. Within this dissertation, I focus on the institu-
tionalized transitions between compulsory and upper-secondary edu-
cation and upper-secondary and higher education. During the ninth 
year of education, around the age of fifteen, students in Sweden are re-
quired to choose a school and an academic focus (EURYDICE, 2019).  
 

4.1.1.2. Governance perspective 
Walther et al. (2016a) use governance as an analytical approach to 
recognize that modern educational systems involve “ ‘government,’ 
‘management,’ ‘coordination,’ ‘regulation’ etc. among different agents 
within the state, the market, the economy, and the civil society struc-
tures in non-hierarchical and network-like structures” (p. 22). It is 
used to describe the “movement away from exclusive state control 
over a range of aspects that constitute the substance of governing ac-
tivities – funding, ownership, provision, policy, regulation—toward 
the involvement in these activities of a range of other actors –includ-
ing the community, household, market (for-profit/non-profit)” 
(Walther et al., 2016a, p. 22).  
 
The governance of educational trajectories in Europe project placed 
particular focus on the transition point between compulsory and up-
per-secondary education where students are “having to bear the risk of 
making the wrong choice or to be hindered in their decision” 
(Cuconato, Dale, et al., 2016, p. 6). Unlike my research, they do not 
extend their focus through higher education entry. Thus, my research 
fills a research gap by using a case-study approach to connect trajecto-
ries between upper-secondary education and higher education. Figure 
18 displays their project’s focus.  
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Figure 18 Governance of educational trajectories in Europe (GOETE) focus repro-
duced with permission from Cuconato, Dale, et al., 2016, p. 5. 

4.1.1.3. Transition regimes 
The concept of transition regimes aims to help researchers compare 
the policies and discourses related to youth transitions into adulthood. 
A transition regime, as depicted by Walther (2006) consists of a vari-
ety of policies interacting to shape the overall process in which indi-
viduals transition in the specific context. Policies Walther (2006) con-
siders are the selectivity within the school system, training standards, 
employment regime, female employment, the concept of youth unem-
ployment, the concept of disadvantage, and the focus of transition pol-
icies (Walther, 2006).  
 
A large element of the transition regime has to do with structuring the 
life course through institutional policies. In regard to my research, the 
transition regime influences the point during the life course in which 
policies view and treat an individual as a youth instead of a child. Re-
search from the field of child and youth studies is particularly relevant 
here (Furlong, 2013; Lally & Doyle, 2012). In the Swedish context, 
policy dictates that individuals at the age of 15 are to be viewed and 
treated as autonomous youth that are empowered to direct their educa-
tional careers through independent choice (Hertzberg, 2015; Lundahl 
& Olofsson, 2014).  
 
Walther et al (2016b) did not include Sweden as one of the European 
countries for comparison in their research. The one Nordic representa-
tive country included was Finland, which has a significantly different 
system and structure of education than Sweden’s present system 
(Helms Jørgensen et al., 2019). In fact, Sweden’s educational system 
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stands in contrast to almost all national systems when it comes to de-
gree of school choice and educational marketization (Dahlstedt & 
Fejes, 2019). This makes any descriptions of a “universalistic” Nordic 
transition “regime” problematic. Regardless, Walther et al. (2016b) 
chose to do so, stating that “in the universalistic regime, under which 
the Nordic countries can be subsumed, in the GOETE case Finland…” 
(p 48).  
 
Grappling with the outlier status of the Swedish system of education 
may pose a challenge for comparative scholars. Walther (2006), for 
example, attempts to use the example of Sweden within earlier analy-
sis of transition regimes within Europe. In that study, he extends Gal-
lie and Paugam’s (2000) concept of welfare regimes in Europe to de-
tail a construct of transition regimes in Europe. Walther (2006) de-
scribes both Denmark and Sweden as examples of a Nordic universal-
istic transition regime where the concept of youth is based on personal 
development and citizenship and the concept of disadvantage is mixed 
where the responsibility is seen as both individualized and structure-
related (Walther, 2006, p. 126). In comparison, he describes a liberal 
transition regime that is dominant in the UK where the concept of 
youth is based on early economic independence and the concept of 
disadvantage is seen as individualized (Walther, 2006). The compari-
son between the two seems to discount the significant neoliberal edu-
cation reforms that took place in Sweden during the 1990s (Lundahl & 
Olofsson, 2014).  
 
Walther may acknowledge the challenge of including Sweden within 
the example of the universalistic regime. In a later article where he de-
scribes the universalistic regime, Sweden is no longer listed alongside 
Denmark as an example (Walther, 2009). Likewise, in the larger study 
previously mentioned, Finland was chosen to represent the Nordic 
countries (Walther et al., 2016b).  
 
Lundahl and Olofsson (2014) challenge Walther’s description of Swe-
den as being fully part of a Nordic “universalistic” transition regime. 
They argue that the 1990s reforms have led instead to a neoliberal uni-
versalistic transition regime within Sweden. While many aspects of 
the universalistic regime remain, it would be unwise to fully place it 
within a universalistic regime. They also suggest that the responsibil-
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ity for disadvantage in Sweden has increasingly moved towards indi-
viduals. Other researchers have also criticized the notion of combining 
Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and Finland into a “universal” Nordic 
transition regime (Helms Jørgensen et al., 2019). 
 
I find the concept of transition regimes helpful for my research as it 
presents several variables that have been used to compare other coun-
tries at a macro level. I do not, however, believe it is helpful to com-
bine differing systems into one regional heading such as “Nordic.” 
Therefore, when I use the concept of transition regime, I am doing so 
in relation to Sweden, and do not suggest it reflects a Nordic common-
ality. In my research, I use the concept of transition regime to primar-
ily reflect the institutional life course structure that divides childhood 
from youth through a variety of policies.  

 Self-efficacy beliefs  
Educational trajectories are shaped significantly by student self-beliefs 
and the career and educational decision making process (Cuconato, 
Dale, et al., 2016). In this section, I describe research on the role self-
efficacy beliefs play in shaping educational trajectories through upper-
secondary and higher education. Self-efficacy beliefs shape and are 
shaped by the trajectories individuals experience, while also shaping 
the decision-making process. Self-efficacy refers to “the beliefs in 
one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action re-
quired to manage prospective situations” (Bandura, 1995, p. 2).  
 
In order to succeed academically, students must utilize self-regulated 
learning techniques  to address the academic challenges (Zimmerman, 
1995). Likewise, students must address challenges related to career 
development, particularly career decision making, as they must choose 
a path towards a career they hope to obtain (Hackett, 1995; Lent, 
Brown, & Hackett, 1994). In both task domains, students not only face 
the challenges associated with these tasks, they face their beliefs about 
themselves and their capability to successfully complete the tasks. Im-
portantly, higher education research indicates that these self-beliefs 
more heavily shape higher education experiences than the actual stu-
dent’s abilities (Bandura, 1997; Bartimote-Aufflick et al., 2016; Lent 
et al., 1994; Martin, 2004; Pajares & Usher, 2008; Ritchie, 2016).  
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Self-efficacy beliefs are non-static and can be developed and im-
proved through educational mastery experiences, social modeling, so-
cial persuasion, and by improving physical and emotional states (Ban-
dura, 1997; Pajares, 1996; Zimmerman, 1995). Strengthening student 
self-efficacy is one of the most effective ways practitioners can im-
prove student educational experiences. For example, efforts within 
universities have been found to improve student self-efficacy (Bartim-
ote-Aufflick et al., 2016; van Dinther, Dochy, & Segers, 2011).  
 
Multiple studies on academic self-efficacy, defined as “self-evaluation 
of one’s ability and/or chances for success in the academic environ-
ment” (Robbins et al., 2004, p. 267), have found the construct to pre-
dict many success related measures: grade point average (Honicke & 
Broadbent, 2016), deep learning processes (Fenollar, Román, & 
Cuestas, 2007), and retention (Robbins et al., 2004). Likewise, career 
decision making self-efficacy, defined as “how students perceive their 
ability to perform vocationally relevant tasks in the educational set-
ting” (Peterson, 1993, p. 661), has been found to influence student 
success related measures: academic and social integration, motivation, 
and persistence (Peterson & Delmas, 2005). 
 
While there is a large body of research into how each form of self-effi-
cacy impacts university student success, the vast majority of studies 
have done so without exploring the relationship between the two con-
structs; in other words, they did not investigate whether students who 
held low levels of academic self-efficacy also held similar beliefs 
about their careers. I was only able to identify one case-study that re-
viewed both in conjunction. Wright, Perrone-McGovern, Boo, and 
White (2014) conducted a study which focused on how psychological 
attachment, support, and career barriers students face influenced stu-
dent academic and career self-efficacy. They found that separate 
measures for academic and career self-efficacy were correlated, and 
that student perceptions of attachment, support, and career barriers ac-
counted for almost half of the variance in academic self-efficacy. They 
conclude that future research is necessary to further explore these rela-
tionships and design interventions that address both academic and ca-
reer development of university students, particularly targeting students 
early in their experience at the university. 
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Previous investigations into higher education student self-efficacy be-
liefs have had limitations. Bartimote-Aufflick, et. al (2016)found sev-
eral limitations after conducting their meta-analysis. First, they en-
courage future researchers to not limit their investigations to only one 
set of self-efficacy beliefs students hold. Since self-efficacy beliefs are 
context and task specific, students may believe they are highly capable 
of one task and not capable at all of another (Bandura, 1997). Higher 
education studies have often only focused on one form of self-effi-
cacy, providing a limited and less holistic understanding of the situa-
tion (Bartimote-Aufflick et al., 2016). Likewise, higher education 
studies on self-efficacy, particularly in Europe, have largely been lim-
ited to discipline-specific cohort-based case-studies—meaning their 
samples most often only include students within the same academic 
discipline who largely share similar ages and amounts of time spent in 
higher education. Bartimote-Aufflick, et. al (2016) suggests that there 
is a need for studies that investigate the phenomena at a more institu-
tional (as opposed to disciplinary) perspective.  
 
This dissertation contributes to studies of student self-efficacy by ad-
dressing these gaps. First, this study focuses on two forms of self-effi-
cacy: academic self-efficacy and career decision making self-efficacy. 
Second, students within the present case-study come from a large vari-
ety of disciplines and vary in age and time spent within the university. 
Additionally, by connecting the results of self-efficacy measures with 
a sample of student narratives about their trajectories, a richer under-
standing can be obtained. I discuss this more in chapter 6. 

 Education and career decisions 
Research on educational and career decision making processes is of 
particular relevance to the study of educational trajectories, and there 
are several different perspectives. Walther et al (2016b) maintain an 
interactive hybrid perspective on educational choice, which acknowl-
edges that both agency and structure shape and are shaped by choices. 
Walther et al (2016b) aim to bridge the divide between two often com-
peting perspectives: structuralist and individualistic. Like my perspec-
tive, theirs is also inspired by structuration theory (Giddens, 1984), 
which I discuss in chapter 5.  
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Paton (2007) suggests that theories of educational decision-making 
fall within one of three main models: economic/instrumental rational-
ity, structural, or hybrid models. The economic/instrumental rational-
ity model suggests “individuals take instrumental decisions on the ba-
sis of investments and returns and that students would prioritize edu-
cational pathways promising utmost economic prosperity” (Cuconato, 
Majdzińska, Walther, & Warth, 2016, p. 225). I find this model too 
simplistic and lacking a holistic perspective where individuals face a 
plethora of competing priorities. Likewise, these perspectives reduce 
“the complexity of biographical construction involving the reconcilia-
tion of contradictory demands and downplays consequences of social 
inequality to available resources of investment” (Cuconato, 
Majdzińska, et al., 2016, p. 226).  
 
The second model Paton (2007) details is the structural model where 
theorists focus on the determining roles environmental context and 
structure plays in educational decisions. These models are inspired 
largely by the work of Bourdieu and Passeron (1979) and suggest “ed-
ucational decision making is determined by institutional, economic 
and cultural constraints transmitted by family, friends, teachers and 
school experts, educational policies and institutions, and labour mar-
ket opportunities, over which young people generally have no control” 
(Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al., 2016, p. 226). These factors play a sig-
nificant role in the shaping of decisions, but researchers who adopt 
these perspectives tend to do so without acknowledging the exceptions 
of young people who “realize particular trajectories despite structural 
barriers” (Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al., 2016, p. 226). 
 
Finally, the third model Paton (2007) describes is the hybrid model 
where decision making is described as a process of transactional inter-
actions between “structural, individual, and interactive factors” 
(Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al., 2016, p. 226). This perspective is in-
spired by ideas and arguments from economic/instrumental rationality 
model and the structural model and leans heavily on both social-psy-
chology and sociology. One such hybrid theory is careership theory 
(Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997), which I discuss in chapter 5.  
 
An example of research aligned with the hybrid model of decision-
making theory is the Cuconato, Majzińska, Walther, and Warth (2016) 
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study on student decision making strategies during the transition be-
tween compulsory and upper-secondary education. They aim to under-
stand “how decisions are made at this critical point in young people’s 
educational and life course trajectories, who is involved and how 
structural factors and individual agency are related” (Cuconato, 
Majdzińska, et al., 2016, p. 224). They analyze both survey data from 
students in their final year of compulsory education and interviews 
with 18 young people that focused on three dimensions: ruptures dur-
ing educational trajectories, expected and actualized upper-secondary 
destinations, and experiences of choice and constraint in educational 
transitions. 
 
Within their study, 31.6 percent of the students experienced a rupture 
along their educational trajectory and had changed schools at least 
once. A change of school was more common among students whose 
mothers have a low level of education. Their finding suggests that 
“families with higher levels of education are less likely, or less 
obliged, to subject their children to school change” (Cuconato, 
Majdzińska, et al., 2016, p. 230). They also indicate that ruptures re-
lated to individual reasons such as limited ability or effort may also be 
a consequence of external conditions such as lack of family support. 
Students within their study who had previously experienced a rupture 
within their educational trajectory were “less inclined to continue with 
education” (Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al., 2016, p. 232).  
 
Upon analyzing the eighteen interviews, Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al. 
(2016) discovered five patterns of educational trajectories: smooth 
academic, discontinuous academic, smooth vocational, discontinuous 
vocational, and remedial or intermediate. Smooth patterns, whether 
academic or vocational, took place in cases where students moved 
from compulsory education to upper-secondary education without 
rupture and do so on the basis of their own choice. In contrast, 
discontinuous, whether academic or vocational, took place in cases 
where a student’s move from compulsory education to upper-
secondary education involved ruptures and/or involved a lack of their 
own choice or a compromise with regard to subjects or type of school. 
Finally, the remedial or intermediate pattern took place when students 
did not meet the criteria for entry into an upper-secondary program 
and first had to complete remedial coursework prior to entry.  
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Further analysis of their data indicates that while socio-economic 
factors are relevant, they alone are not “sufficient to explain individual 
trajectories” (Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al., 2016, p. 235). In addition, 
they find that structural factors and individual agency are interrelated 
as “young people interpret situations and orientations, motivational 
careers and relationships with gatekeepers and significant others in 
and out of institutional frameworks” (Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al., 
2016, pp. 235–236). 

 Transition into higher education 
Goodman et al. (2006) define a transition as “any event or non-event 
that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions and roles” 
(p. 33). Transitions often require new strategies and behaviors, which 
often result in confusion and frustration for those going through them 
(Curtis, 2008, 2009, 2010). As mentioned before, an educational tra-
jectory involves a multitude of transitions depending on the individu-
als life course (Pallas, 2003). Some students experience smoother 
transitions along their trajectories while others experience multiple 
challenges throughout. In both cases, the transitional experiences indi-
viduals have along the way shape and are shaped by their self-efficacy 
beliefs as well as the sociocultural contexts they encounter (Bandura, 
2012; Goodman et al., 2006; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997).  
 
The transition into higher education is a significant and challenging 
one for many students (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2009; 
Hegna, 2014; Lally & Doyle, 2012; Mayhew et al., 2016; Nutt & 
Calderon, 2009). Understanding and helping students transition suc-
cessfully into and through higher education is of particular importance 
to social justice (Furlong & Cartmel, 2009; Hooley et al., 2019). It is 
also of particular importance to recognize that multiple non-traditional 
pathways into higher education exist and thus supporting the transi-
tions of students into higher education does not mean only helping 
students who enter higher education directly from upper-secondary 
during their young adulthood. Many students enter higher education 
much later in life, many are the first in their family to ever attend 
higher education, many enter with learning or physical disabilities, 
and others return after failing previous attempts at higher education 
before.  
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To successfully transition into a complex higher education environ-
ment, students are challenged to use appropriate integration strategies, 
such as exploring study and career options, managing time, studying 
effectively, forging new social relationships, engaging inside and out-
side of the classroom, and developing their identity (Nutt & Calderon, 
2009; Upcraft, Gardner, & Barefoot, 2005). Concurrently, they must 
be supported, both academically and socially, by the faculty, staff, and 
others at the higher education institution they have chosen to attend 
(Curtis & Underwood, 2013; Tinto, 1993, 2004; Yorke & Longden, 
2004).  
 
Findings from studies exploring the experiences of university students 
indicate that students often have unrealistic academic expectations 
about their preparedness, the amount of workload higher education re-
quires, and the size of classes they will attend, leading researchers to 
argue for greater academic support both prior to and after the transi-
tion to higher education (Lowe & Cook, 2003). In Sweden, Scheja 
(2006) found that some first-year students in Sweden are not fully 
equipped to handle studies at the university level and struggle with 
time management. Scheja (2006) argues that first-year students in 
Sweden need more time for reflection and that the “understanding of a 
particular course material necessitates certain latitude for thinking 
through and grasping the essential aspects” (p. 442).  
 
Students often are also forced to reevaluate themselves considering 
their new, often more challenging, role as a student at a university 
(Evans et al., 2009; L. Harvey et al., 2006; Hughey, Nelson, 
Damminger, & McCalla-Wriggins, 2012; Hunter, McCalla-Wriggins, 
& White, 2007). Research particularly points to the significant role a 
student’s belief in their ability to perform well academically at the 
university plays in their decision to enroll, their choice of academic 
program, and their decision to persist through academic challenges 
(Ritchie, 2016).  

 Previous research from the Swedish context 
Within Sweden, studies of self-efficacy and/or academic and career 
decision making during educational trajectories are numerous (Beach 
& Puaca, 2014; Hertzberg, 2015; Hultqvist, 2018; Jungert, 2009; 
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Larsson, 2019; Lund, 2008; Lundahl et al., 2013, 2017; Munhall, 
2017; Vamstad, 2014). Research related to educational trajectories in 
Sweden often place a particular focus on the role the country’s school 
choice policy plays or does not play in shaping student experiences 
and society (Beach, 2018; C. Berggren, 2007; Dahlstedt & Fejes, 
2019; Dahlstedt et al., 2018; Lindgren & Lundahl, 2010; Lundahl et 
al., 2017; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014). Researchers explore these 
topics in relation to different groups of actors within the Swedish 
system: immigrants (Dahlstedt & Hertzberg, 2007; Hertzberg & 
Sundelin, 2014), parents (Munhall, 2017), career guidance 
practitioners (Hertzberg, 2015; Hertzberg & Sundelin, 2014; Lundahl 
& Nilsson, 2009), school administrators (Voyer, 2018), and students 
(Baysu & de Valk, 2012; Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; Dahlstedt et al., 
2018; Holm, 2013; Lindgren & Lundahl, 2010; Vamstad, 2014).  
 
After reviewing a large body of previous research from within the 
Swedish context, I have selected four studies to discuss in more detail. 
I selected these four because they are particularly relevant to the 
themes and experiences of students in my research and because each 
of these studies utilizes careership theory, which I describe in detail in 
chapter 5. First, a study on students’ perspectives of their upper-
secondary education choices by Holm (2013). Second, a study of 
students who did not complete upper-secondary education by Lundahl 
et al. (2017). Third, a study on occupational trajectories of students 
within municipal adult education by Dahlstedt et al. (2018). Fourth, a 
study on Swedish upper-secondary education graduates use and 
evaluation of career information by Hultgren (2009). I will discuss 
each of these studies with a degree of detail as they are particularly 
pertinent to my own research. 

4.4.1. Student perspectives on choice 
Holm (2013) interviewed 77 upper secondary students in Sweden 
about their experience making school choices within an educational 
market. Holm (2013) finds that students describe both appreciating the 
freedom to choose and being confused, frustrated, and uncertain about 
how to navigate through the “sea of options” that they face (Holm, 
2013). While the amount of options seems endless, student narratives 
suggest their freedom was limited. Key limiting factors for students in 
the study were grades and their geographic location. While students in 
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Sweden have the opportunity to choose to attend schools far away 
from home, the costs associated with travel, both financial and time 
lost, were limiting factors (Holm, 2013). Other researchers find 
similar results (Beach, 2018; Rönnlund et al., 2018).  
 
Holm (2013) finds that students are both customers and targets within 
the educational market. As students approached the end of compulsory 
school, students in the study faced and onslaught of “information and 
advertising from various schools via the mail, the internet, TV, posters 
on buses, and at school events” (Holm, 2013). The students were also 
being baited by schools with a diverse array of benefits students could 
receive should they choose to study there. These offers included: “free 
computers, school journeys, driving licences, and gym cards” (Holm, 
2013).  
 
Students in Holm’s study (2013) construct an image of themselves as 
strong, independent, autonomous, self-regulating individuals who 
made responsible choices. Holm (2013) links this finding to research 
suggesting that neoliberal policy fosters an environment where youth 
are intensely pressured to make the “right” choice on their own (Ball, 
2005, 2007). Holm (2013) notes that a possible result is that the 
students she interviewed seemed to feel a need to strongly defend and 
justify the choices they made. The majority of the students within her 
study were adamant that they had made their own individual 
autonomous choice. Despite acknowledging the many marketing 
efforts made to influence their decisions, students maintained that they 
made their own choices. Interestingly, when the students described 
how other students made choices, they were much more willing to 
detail the amount of external influence involved.  
 
Students interviewed within her study described that the other students 
who fall for marketing gimmicks have a “lack of maturity” (Robbins 
et al., 2004). At the same time, students in the study suggest that there 
is a risk in making such an important life decision at a time when 
many students are “both immature and tired of school” (Holm, 2013). 
The result, students explain, is for many the choice just becomes 
random and unconscious, particularly for those who do not receive 
support from family at home with their decision making (Holm, 
2013). 
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Holm (2013) found that while the students were seen as customers 
prior to choosing their present school, their role after being at the 
school for a sustained period of time had morphed into that of 
marketer for the school. The school no longer saw them as a potential 
recruit, but as an asset to recruit others. One student noted that it was 
odd that after the school spent so much money and effort to recruit 
him that “they don’t give a damn about us now” (Holm, 2013).  
 
Holm’s study (2013) provides an example of narrative research that 
has been conducted within the Swedish context about student 
encounters with a market that shapes their upper-secondary education 
school choice. Students in her study describe an overwhelming sea of 
options that they had to, somehow, “independently” navigate through 
in order to make the “right choice” as an “autonomous individual.” 
Students in the study longed for more access to objective information 
instead of the commonly found “flashy, misleading, and sometimes 
fabricated marketing which might tempt students to make inadequate 
or wrong decisions” (Holm, 2013).  
 
Holm (2013) connects her narrative analysis to careership theory, 
which I use in a similar way in the present dissertation. She found that 
students within her study made pragmatically rational decisions within 
their horizons of action, which stresses that both agentic and structural 
factors interact to shape student decisions. One of the most notable 
themes to come from her analysis was her observation that across 77 
interviews there was a deliberate effort by students to present 
themselves as “a strong, and independent individual who made her/his 
choice autonomously and without being influenced by external 
pressure” (Holm, 2013). Students in her study were adamant that they 
were free individuals making autonomous choices.  
 
Holm (2013) interviewed students while they were in upper-secondary 
education, often at the school they chose. Holm (2013) observed that 
students not only defended their choice but often made enthusiastic 
efforts to convince the interviewers of the school’s strengths. This 
may be a limitation in her study that my research may avoid by 
interviewing students after they have completed upper-secondary 
education. 
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4.4.2. Upper-secondary education “non-completers” 
Lundahl et al. (2017) researched the experiences of 81 students who 
did not complete upper-secondary education (non-completers) and 19 
who attended a special upper-secondary school for youth with mild 
cognitive disabilities. The narratives students shared depict 
educational trajectories rife with socioeconomic concerns, learning 
challenges and experiences of marginalization. The findings from 
their study led the researchers to feel a particular need to debunk a 
popular political narrative within Sweden that suggests that most of 
the upper-secondary students who drop out do so because they lack 
motivation and/or are lazy. Instead, they cite research that suggests 
that dropping out of school is often a result of interacting individual, 
social, and contextual factors including educational conditions. In 
most of the student narratives, dropping out of upper-secondary 
education was connected to a long history of educational failures and 
challenges and not a sudden self-initiated turning-point related to a 
lack of maturity (Lundahl et al., 2017). 
 
Interviews with students in this study indicated that the transition from 
compulsory education into upper-secondary education resulted in a 
continuation of academic struggle and failure, not particularly 
something new. The majority of the students in their study described 
choosing their upper-secondary school by accident and without 
thorough reflection because “many did not know or care about the 
possibilities, or simply followed peers” (Lundahl et al., 2017, p. 44). 
The researchers were particularly surprised that only a few out of the 
100 students they interviewed described discussing their decision with 
parents or career guidance practitioners.  
 
Students in their study also faced many restrictions that limited their 
ability to freely choose in the way that educational policy and the 
Swedish discourse suggests. Many students in this study had little 
access to educational capital at home or in their communities. 
Students with disabilities faced the reality that many academic 
programs were not offered within special upper-secondary schools. 
This resulted in these students having to either take the risk of 
attending a school not fully equipped to support their needs, or forgo 
completing the educational option most closely aligned with their 
interests. Further, several students in the study were still very much 
limited by the geographic location of their family’s home.  
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Students in their study also experienced “messy” educational 
trajectories during upper-secondary education characterized by 
“leaves and returns, switching between schools and programmes, and 
truancy” (Lundahl et al., 2017, p. 45). The authors found that two sets 
of routines/turning points were frequent with the students they 
interviewed. First, contradictory routines took place when the student 
was not satisfied and decided to make a change, typically to change 
schools and/or programmes. Second, dislocating routines took place 
when the student was not satisfied and did not accept the situation but 
did not initiate a change.  
 
Some students within their study also described fragmented 
educational trajectories, which represented multiple downward spirals 
of “negative experiences in school resulting in decreased confidence 
and motivation” most frequently associated with “learning difficulties 
and study problems” (Lundahl et al., 2017, p. 45). Students who 
changed schools or programs connected their “school failure to their 
own shortcomings and blamed themselves” (Lundahl et al., 2017, pp. 
45–46). Students in their study by and large described themselves and 
their family as having a lack of knowledge about the education or 
career fields which also contributed to ill-informed choices that they 
quickly realized were wrong. These students initiated a change which 
was often followed by additional “break-ups” with the educational 
system (Lundahl et al., 2017, p. 50). Those interviewed also struggled 
to find success within their careers after dropping out. The findings 
also suggest that these individuals “learnt to perceive themselves as 
failures,” which played a role in their inability to to successfully form 
a prospective career identity (Lundahl et al., 2017, p. 50).  

4.4.3. Information literacy among upper-secondary 
graduates 

Hultgren (2009) conducted her doctoral research on Swedish school 
leavers’ information-related activities. School leavers in this case re-
fers to students who are graduating from upper-secondary education. 
Hultgren (2009) conducted narrative interviews with 21 students in 
their last year of upper-secondary education in Sweden. In addition, 
she interviewed a career guidance practitioner at each school that she 
used during her data collection. Students within her study were taking 
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part in a range of upper-secondary programs and came from varied so-
cioeconomic backgrounds. All students were enrolled at a municipal-
ity managed school.  
 
Hultgren’s (2009) interviews with career guidance practitioners indi-
cate that each counselor was responsible for counseling over 1000 stu-
dents, their families, and the administration of career guidance activi-
ties. The practitioners stressed that their role was also heavily focused 
on actively marketing the school and recruiting students for the fol-
lowing year. To put it lightly, counselors in her study expressed that 
they were doing their best to handle the tasks while being significantly 
overburdened. Hultgren (2009) observed that this overburdened work 
environment led counselors to tacitly discourage student contact with 
them unless the students were in their last year of studies.  
 
Hultgren (2009) also found that it seems a lack of resources and work 
demands placed on career guidance practitioners led counselors to 
place a concerted effort to design activities based on “promoting self-
reliance by ‘teaching them how to find out things for themselves’ 
through use of career guidance literature and internet resources” 
(Hultgren, 2009, p. 119). Of the 21 students interviewed, only 7 had 
met with a career guidance practitioner. Students in her study ex-
plained that they mainly considered the career guidance practitioner as 
someone you go to when you are failing academically, as a large part 
of the practitioner’s role is to help support those at risk. Another stu-
dent described the career guidance practitioner as someone that only 
the students who “can’t find out things for themselves” go to 
(Hultgren, 2009, p. 119). 
 
Hultgren (2009) connects several of her findings to notions Giddens 
(1991) describes related to late modernity. Students in her research 
seemed particularly susceptible to the “collage effect” that Giddens 
(1991) describes as a juxtaposition of a variety of types of information 
together that share nothing in common other than their placement in 
the same proximity at the same time. Giddens (1991) at the time was 
speaking of a much different information context than the one that stu-
dents interact with every time they pick up their mobile phone today. 
The same can be said about the students Hultgren (2009) interviewed 
over ten years ago in her study; however, she found that students in 
her study faced an increasingly information-intense environment 
where various actors competed for their attention across a whole range 
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of media. Results from her study indicate that students struggle to pro-
cess the informational collage-effect that comes with the exploration 
process prior to upper-secondary graduation. In particular, the ability 
to evaluate which information in the collage is useful and trustworthy.  
 
Hultgren (2009) concluded that the students in her study lacked many 
necessary skills related to the evaluation and use of information re-
lated to career and educational exploration. Students in her study dis-
played a strong determination to be seen as autonomous individuals 
who can use information to make appropriate choices without adults 
intervening. Hultgren connects this to research on adolescent develop-
ment as well as societal changes associated with late modernity. Her 
research makes a unique contribution as it involves both student de-
scriptions of career guidance and interviews with career guidance 
practitioners.  
 
I find that a weakness within her study may be that she did not address 
the information literacy efforts students used during their similar ca-
reer exploration during upper-secondary education. Hultgren (2009) 
pays limited attention to the connections her findings may have in re-
lation to the neoliberal direction Sweden has charted since the early 
1990s, instead only focusing on it in regard to wider international de-
velopments related to late modernity. Another approach could be to 
explore how Swedish cultural notions and social structures and the 
wider international developments related to late modernity work to-
gether. 

4.4.4. Municipal adult education trajectories in Sweden 
Municipal adult education, including komvux, often serves as a sec-
ond chance for adults who have previously failed school. Dahlstedt et 
al.’s (2017) study explores student occupational trajectories in relation 
to their experiences in municipal adult education. Dahlstedt et al. 
(2017) suggest that in Sweden the political focus has moved away 
from concerns about the lack of employment opportunities to the lack 
of “employability” of citizens. Employability focuses on the individ-
ual citizen’s ability and responsibility to become hirable. In other 
words, the Swedish state according to Dahlstedt et al. seems to be dis-
tancing itself from the Swedish individual in relation to the labor mar-
ket. At the same time, the Swedish government is placing increased 
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pressure on municipal adult education to function as an extension of 
the labor market by educating adults based on demands set forth by 
employers (Dahlstedt et al., 2018).  
 
According to Dahlstedt et al. (2017), adult education has a long his-
tory in Sweden of being the educational context in which the working-
class, who often experience unemployment, have gone to learn and re-
direct their occupational trajectories. Although Swedish law mandates 
that adult education must play a role in widening the social and de-
mocracy-oriented opportunities and choices for all students, a neolib-
eral policy agenda has challenged this tradition. Dahlstedt et al. (2017) 
argue that currently in Sweden, where society is “characterized by in-
creasing individualization and individual freedom of choice, occupa-
tional choices appear to be neutral, as if success as well as failure in 
terms of careers should be ascribed solely to the capacities of the indi-
vidual” (Dahlstedt et al., 2018, p. 17). They criticize this practice of 
responsibilisation for actively ignoring strong evidence that career as-
pirations and socioeconomic status of the family are connected, and 
that one’s socioeconomic status shapes one’s knowledge about, per-
ception of, and belief in an individual’s ability to pursue certain occu-
pations. Likewise, gender plays a significant role.  
 
Interviews with working-class and middle-class students in adult edu-
cation within their study indicate that their reason for attending adult 
education was largely linked to an understanding that work is a norm. 
Students describe their enrollment as a vehicle towards employment. 
Without a job, one cannot be normal in Swedish society. Many of the 
students in their study describe perilous occupational trajectories 
where unemployment was more of a cycle for them than a temporary 
experience along their life course. In other words, along their life 
course, unemployment was an individual norm. Several of the stu-
dents used this repeated cycle of occupational failure as motivation to 
complete adult education, with the hope that it may help break the cy-
cle of employment insecurity.  
 
Several student narratives seem to reflect a sincere desire to give back 
and be a part of the Swedish welfare state. To these students, adult ed-
ucation is not merely about the individual, it is about the society. They 
consider adult education as not only a tool for gaining employment 
but also for making them a better member of Swedish society. Most 
students considered being employed an important societal norm. The 
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authors here suggest that many students also see the educational expe-
rience as an opportunity for them to become a better and more integral 
part of the community as well (Dahlstedt et al., 2018). 
 
An additional theme present within student narratives was the desire 
to help others. Many students within their study specifically focus 
their studies and career exploration around a desire to help within oc-
cupations they consider to be helping fields. Dahlstedt et. al’s (2017) 
analysis suggests that this sentiment was both classed and gendered. 
This theme of helping was particularly dominant in the narratives of 
working-class women, many of whom connected their desire to help 
with their role as a mother. These findings suggest that the desire to 
care, and to pursue work within caring fields such as education, social 
work, and nursing “played out in relation to both occupational trajec-
tory and the family” (Dahlstedt et al., 2018, p. 22). While both work-
ing-class and middle-class women in their study discuss education and 
occupation in relation to their role as a mother and/or caretaker, 
Dahlstedt et. al. (2018) find that working-class women connect their 
desire to help also to giving back to the needs and strength of their 
wider community.  
 
In contrast, middle-class women saw their desire to help as connected 
to their family but saw their experience in adult education as a neces-
sary step towards pursuing individual preferences and self-realization. 
Dahlstedt et. al. (2018) conclude that working-class women see their 
occupational future more in relation to becoming something they are 
not already considered in society; therefore, they aim to prove their 
worth by obtaining a respectable status within a helping profession. 
Middle-class women in their study did not see their education as a 
process of becoming. They felt were already are respectable within so-
ciety. This perspective is quite interesting as it highlights how gender 
and class factors can interact to shape student narratives and experi-
ences within and through adult education.  
 

 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I introduced previous research related to educational 
trajectories. All of this previous research informs my own research.  
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First, I discussed three construct/concepts: the life course, governance, 
and transition regimes. The life course is a social institution that or-
ders the lifespan (Walther et al., 2016a), the governance perspective 
suggests that states have increasingly moved away from direct and ex-
clusive control over welfare systems (Walther et al., 2016a), and tran-
sition regimes consist of many policies that shape the overall process 
in which individuals transition within specific contexts (Walther, 
2006).  
 
Second, I discussed three factors which interact, shape, and are shaped 
by educational trajectories: self-efficacy beliefs, education and career 
decision making, and the transition into higher education. Previous re-
search suggests that student self-efficacy beliefs related to academics 
and career decision making play a significant role in the experience 
students have within education and along their trajectories. Second, 
research suggests education and career decisions during educational 
trajectories play a significant role in student experience and there are 
several perspectives researchers have taken in regard to the dynamics 
of agency and structure. Third, previous research on the transition into 
higher education suggests that it can often be a challenging time for 
students who often have to learn new life skills in order to succeed.  
 
Finally, in this chapter, I detailed four studies from within the Swedish 
context that are particularly relevant to my research. These studies de-
pict Swedish students not being fully prepared to interact with a mar-
ket and make choices for upper-secondary education, that many stu-
dents drop-out of upper-secondary education in Sweden because they 
have learning challenges, that students in Sweden do not always have 
the information literacy skills necessary to analyze and interpret the 
information and marketing they are given when making decisions, and 
that many students in Sweden attend municipal adult education in or-
der to enter higher education. Students using municipal education are 
often older students who juggle family obligations and needs for em-
ployment while studying. In the next chapter, I introduce the theoreti-
cal framework I use.  
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5. Theoretical framework 

This chapter is designed to supply a brief overview of the Deweyan 
pragmatic epistemology I maintain and the three main theories I use in 
my work. I view theory as “an organized, coherent, and systematic ar-
ticulation of a set of issues that are communicated as a meaningful 
whole” (Reeves, Albert, Kuper, & Hodges, 2013). Theory can serve 
multiple purposes within research, which include providing support 
for close-up exploration, explaining a specific perspective taken in re-
lation to a phenomenon, and/or providing a comprehensive overview 
of a topic (Bolander Laksov, Dornan, & Teunissen, 2017). With this 
in mind, I will describe the philosophy and theory that guide my work.  
 
In this chapter, I first briefly describe Deweyan pragmatism from 
which I derive my philosophical perspective. Next, I describe three 
theories that I use to guide the design, analysis, and theoretical contri-
bution I make later in this dissertation. First, I describe how I use Gid-
den’s structuration theory as a meta perspective related to the macro-
level constitution of society as an interactive process where agentic in-
dividuals and groups both constitute and are constituted by social 
structures. This allows me to conceptualize educational structure as an 
ongoing process of both past and present interactions with a variety of 
agentic actors. Likewise, I connect this with Bandura’s (2011) social 
cognitive theory, a micro-level perspective that suggests human func-
tioning is an interactive process between personal, behavioral, and en-
vironmental factors. Previous researchers have combined elements of 
structuration theory and social cognitive theory for similar purposes 
(Geneve, 2013; Oppong, 2014). I predominantly use Bandura’s (2011, 
2012) concepts of self-efficacy and collective efficacy within my 
work. 
 
Finally, in order to address and analyze the sociocultural factors which 
interact to shape academic and career decision making, I use career-
ship theory which aims to “blend social and cultural factors with ‘per-
sonal’ choices” (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 32). I use this theory 
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to help analyze and discuss student narratives about their educational 
trajectories into higher education. Using each of these three theories 
which are rooted in the study of interactive processes allows me to 
gain deep insight into the complex experience students have along 
their educational trajectories.  

 Deweyan pragmatism and the “reflex arc” 
Pragmatism is an interpretive epistemology that places emphasis on 
ongoing transactional processes. Pragmatists such as Pierce (1960), 
James (1896; 2011), and Dewey (1896, 1920, 1934, 2015) indicate 
that “knowledge in social science is based on the shared culture of a 
community” but add that such culture is not fixed, rather it is “an on-
going process” (Benton & Craib, 2001, p. 87). Further, pragmatists 
stress the holistic nature of such a process, that it involves the ongoing 
negotiation and transaction between a variety of sources of influence 
(Bernstein, 2019). I adopt and maintain this perspective throughout 
my research. 
 
A key element of social research revolves around the source, amount, 
and exertion of power in social reality. In this dissertation, I address 
this in relation to structure and agency and adopt a pragmatic perspec-
tive that focuses on the inherent interactions between the two. I sug-
gest that the divide between structure and agency is a false dualism 
that often fails to acknowledge their interdependent connection and 
constitution. Pragmatism is the “philosophical school that most con-
sistently challenges such dualisms” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 
967). A key to this pragmatic argument is that “agentic processes can 
only be understood if they are linked intrinsically to the changing tem-
poral orientations of situated actors” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 
967).  
 
Structure has traditionally been seen as external conditions individuals 
and groups encounter that often restrict or enable their ability to shape 
their experiences. Agency has traditionally been seen as the ability of 
individuals and/or groups to assert influence in life. Philosophers and 
social scientists have taken differing positions related to the degree to 
which structure and agency interact and the inherent power dynamics 



 

 

 
 
 

115 

(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). As stated previously, I adopt a prag-
matic perspective and I will begin to map this out by describing the 
pragmatic “reflex arc.” 
 
An early debate between James (1896) and Dewey (1896) can shed 
light on the overarching foundation of pragmatism. This also is pre-
sented here to show the connection I would like to draw between their 
work and the study of psychology and sociology, in particular the 
works of Bandura (2012) and Giddens (1984). Discussion and debate 
regarding an internal “reflex arc” is seen as one of the most important 
developments in the foundation of modern psychological and physio-
logical theories (Phillips, 1971).  
 
The “reflex arc” refers to the process in which a stimulus shapes a 
physiological response. Central to the debate was whether animal con-
sciousness, human consciousness in particular, played any role at all 
in shaping the response to external stimuli. The philosophical teach-
ings of Renee Descartes were influential within this debate long after 
his death as scientists adopted many of his arguments that animals are 
machines with mechanical biological responses devoid of conscious 
input (Phillips, 1971).  
 
The mechanical interpretation of stimulus and response gained in phil-
osophical popularity during the mid-19th century as the industrial rev-
olution took hold and hypotheses about “animal electricity” developed 
(Phillips, 1971). The link between the societal adoption of electricity 
and the mechanicalizing of industry with the development of such 
philosophical perspectives and scientific theories is fairly clear. The 
development and use of electricity which relies on a direct link/con-
nection between stimulus and electric response influenced the thought 
and philosophical understandings regarding human reactions to stim-
uli. T. H. Huxley (1874), a prominent philosopher of science at the 
time, suggested that while animals had a conscious, their conscious 
merely accompanied their automatic machine-like responses to stim-
uli. Thus, the conscious was not active in the shaping of a response.  
 
William James (1896), notably deemed a father of both psychology 
and pragmatism, delivered a particularly important lecture arguing 
that the conscious is not a passive component of the reflex arc 
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(Phillips, 1971). James writes about the psychological “reflex arc” be-
tween stimulus and response and adds a third mediating element: ac-
tion. James shares the example of a child touching the flame of a can-
dle to explain the reflex arc. The child touching the flame interacts 
with a stimulus that serves as a psychological and physiological signal 
for a sensation, that is followed by thinking, that then leads to ac-
tion—each of which are interdependent. James (1896) states that the 
reflex arc thus proceeds in the following order: sensation, central 
nervous system mediation, and an action. Dewey later criticizes this 
ordering.  
 
Therefore, with James (1896), we have the establishment of a psycho-
logical triad that involves the sensation of an environmental stimuli, a 
central nervous system mediation, and a behavioral action response. 
He stresses the interconnection between all three components and, 
pragmatically, their interdependence: “perception and thinking are 
only there for behavior's sake.” (James, 1896, p. 114). This emphasis 
on action and behavior is critical to the core of pragmatism itself. 
Pragmatism as an epistemology places a great deal of importance on 
active practices. James’ lecture on the reflex arc therefore places an 
emphasis on the interconnection between the external environment, 
the human conscious, and human behavior. An emphasis that before 
was very loosely connected to human consciousness and what we now 
term agency. 
 
In response to James (1896), Dewey (1896) elaborates on and chal-
lenges James’ depiction of a reflex arc where a stimulus, mediation, 
and response constituted a completed arc. Dewey’s contribution to the 
debate rests predominantly on his view that James’ misrepresented the 
nature of the experience by ordering the reflex in such a way and by 
suggesting there is a beginning and end to the process. Dewey argues 
that reflex arc’s three components (sensation, thinking, and behavior) 
are not divided in a sequence that begins and ends. In practicality, 
Dewey stresses that the process more closely resembles a unified cir-
cle that is continuous. For Dewey, it is a unified interactive process of 
interdependent constitution (Phillips, 1971).  
 
Therefore, with Dewey (1896), the reflex arc adopts a more holistic 
continuity of interaction. Importantly, both James and Dewey place a 
pragmatic emphasis on behavior which is mediated by human con-
sciousness, therefore an agentic perspective in opposition to a view of 
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human experience in relation to automatic machine-like response. 
Therefore, at the core of pragmatism is the notion that human agency 
(cognitive and behavioral) shapes and is shaped by structure through 
processes of transactions. I support a Deweyan perspective on human 
experience and thus have chosen to utilize theory that shares a similar 
view of life as a holistic process of interactive transactions that are so-
cially situated.  
 
The reflex arc that Dewey describes correlates with his view and defi-
nition of “experience.” Dewey outlines two main criteria that define 
experience. First, he states that humans shape and are shaped by inter-
actional processes of transactions. Second, these interactive processes 
of transactions are continuous and ongoing (Clandinin, 2016; Dewey, 
1920; Hickman, Neubert, & Reich, 2009; Vanderstraeten, 2002). Im-
portantly, these two criteria of experience are enacted within context-
specific situations that also shape experience. Thus, these ongoing and 
interactive processes involve both agentic factors, such as behaviors, 
as well as situational factors like time and place. For Dewey (2015), 
and within my research, experience is a holistic process of interactions 
between humans and the world. Experience is transactional and there-
fore is never only an individual or mental phenomena; experience is 
“a communicative, historic, and cultural phenomenon” (Hohr, 2013).  

 Holistic transactional constructivism 
Within this dissertation I advocate for this Deweyan view of a dy-
namic relationship between elements of structure and agency. This in-
volves acknowledging that there are both structural factors that limit 
student trajectories and agentic actions of resistance and navigation as 
well. These two are part of an ongoing interaction in which both struc-
ture and agency shape each other. Deweyan pragmatism insists “that 
action not be perceived as the pursuit of preestablished ends, ab-
stracted from concrete situations, but rather that ends and means de-
velop conterminously within contexts that are themselves ever chang-
ing and thus always subject to reevaluation and reconstruction on the 
part of the reflective intelligence” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, pp. 
967–968). 
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To describe the tenants of Deweyan pragmatism that align with and 
contribute to my use of theory, I describe my perspective as holistic 
transactional constructivism: 

 
1. Holistic: I view human experience (both individual and collec-

tive) in terms of the whole of life: biological, psychological, so-
ciological, etc. 

2. Transactional: I view human experience (both individual and col-
lective) as a constant transaction between agents (personal), en-
vironments (structure), and behaviors (actions).  

3. Constructivism: I view human experience (both individual and 
collective) as a construction or constitution of and by agents (per-
sonal), environments (structure), and behaviors (actions).  

 
Holistic transactional constructivism is thus the view that human ex-
perience must be explored in relation to the whole that makes up hu-
man experiences (both individual and collective), which are con-
structed through the constant, interconnected, and reciprocal transac-
tions between agents (personal), environments (structure), and behav-
iors (actions). 

 Structuration theory 
My meta perspective is heavily influenced by Gidden’s structuration 
theory (1984). I am drawn to Gidden’s perspective because it allows 
me to acknowledge how interactive processes between both structural 
and agentic factors function in the shaping of student educational tra-
jectories. Gidden’s theory challenges the persistent view of sociologi-
cal development in terms of an unnatural divide between structure and 
agency within what I would call, in comparison, the sociological re-
flex arc. 
 
In the sociological reflex arc, an external sociological system pres-
sures an agent, who senses such pressure, thinks about it, and acts 
(and vice versa). Like James and Dewey, Giddens (1984) suggests that 
in many circles, the actions of agents in this situation are often dis-
counted because of the assumption that the external force is such that 
the agent can only think about the reality of the pressure, and in turn is 
not able to fully choose how to act in response, if not fully con-
strained. Thus, Giddens (1984) aims to challenge this notion, and like 
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Dewey (1920), depicts a constitution that is a result of interdependent 
transaction.  
 
Giddens (1984) argues that to understand the process, the constitution 
of society, we must understand that structure and agency is not di-
vided, but a unified duality. He does so by emphasizing the roles of 
agency and structure in shaping society and individuals. This focus on 
the process, the denial of dualism, aim to view the situation holisti-
cally and to define the process of society as one of interdependent 
constitution, suggests Giddens adopts a pragmatic perspective 
throughout his construction of structuration theory.  
 
Giddens (1984) names the process in which a duality of actions 
(agency) and structures interact and constitute each other “structu-
ration.” He explains that “to enquire into the structuration of social 
practices is to seek to explain how it comes about that structures are 
constituted through action, and reciprocally how action is constituted 
structurally” (Giddens, 1976, p. 161). In other words, Giddens argues 
that “a subject is not slave to structure, nor is structure merely created 
by an agent, but instead they live in a careful symbiosis” (McGrath, 
2017, p. 28).  
 
Giddens (1984) draws a distinction between social system and struc-
ture whereas others often conflate the two (Bryant & Jary, 2014). He 
defines social system as the “surface patterns of interactions” 
(Giddens, 1976, p. 127) whereas structure is a virtual order of “rules 
and resources recursively implicated in social reproduction” (Giddens, 
1984). Within his theory, structures are both the medium for and the 
outcome of agentic actions. The structure (rules and resources) inter-
act with the system that interacts with agents who are engaged in ho-
meostatic causal loops, self-regulation through feedback, and reflexive 
self-reflection which leads to modified structure (rules and resources) 
and systems. This is a consistent process of interactive transaction that 
take place across time and space. This process also shapes and is 
shaped by both time and space.  
 
As Giddens (1984) describes, the “structure” we most often talk about 
are social systems, which are a pattern of interactions. Interactions are 
key to maintaining or changing systems as well as structures (rules). 
These interactions do not just take place in the present nor do they 
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only reflect the present. Social practices, which are interactions be-
tween structure and action, are stretched across time and space and are 
perpetuated through culture. Giddens (1984) argues strongly that any 
research into social practice must incorporate the elements of time and 
space through and across which structures have been and are being 
shaped.  
 
Within the theory, actions agents take are connected and interact with 
three different forms of consciousness: discursive (reflexive monitor-
ing of action), practical (rationalization of action), and motivation of 
action (in part unconscious) (Bryant & Jary, 2014, p. 9). These behav-
ioral choices and psychological aspects both interact with two envi-
ronmental factors: unintended consequences of action and unacknowl-
edged conditions of action (Bryant & Jary, 2014, p. 9). In other words, 
within a process of action, an agent thinks (with differing levels of 
consciousness), an agent acts, and the agent interacts with and re-
sponds to environmental conditions and consequences. This micro de-
scription of consciousness and action can be seen as an almost direct 
parallel to the pragmatic reflex arc previously discussed. 
 
Agentic actions are not simply shaped by individuals according to 
Giddens (1984). Individuals and their actions are always associated 
with their social, historical, and cultural context. This does not mean 
that they are unable to resist or to do otherwise; in fact, a key compo-
nent of his theory is that agents are always able to do otherwise 
(Giddens, 1984). These behavioral choices, though, are heavily influ-
enced by the patterns of interactions that they have observed that have 
been passed throughout and across time and space. Accordingly, 
agents often follow routines associated with their environment and life 
histories.  
 
Routines that have been learned through observation or other means 
help explain the way social systems and structures are maintained 
throughout time and space. The result is often a reproduction of social 
practice and conditions. Individuals may perpetuate routines without 
interruption until they face critical situations. A critical situation is de-
fined as a “radical disjuncture of an unpredictable kind” where an in-
dividual or groups must stop to rethink the routines (Giddens, 1984, p. 
61). Although many individuals may feel that they face critical situa-
tions when they encounter rites of passage, choosing an upper-second-
ary program and school for example, Giddens (1984) suggests that 
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these events have been institutionalized to such an extent that they are 
often routinized. Figure 19 displays Giddens’ (1984) model of routini-
zation and reproduction of structure and practice. 
 

 
Figure 19 Model of routinization and reproduction of structure and practice adapted 
from Giddens (1984). 

 
Despite never mentioning pragmatism or Dewey within his structu-
ration theory, I agree with earlier arguments that Dewey’s footprints 
can be seen within Giddens’ work (Cohen, 1996). Cohen (1996) ex-
plains that Dewey “should be regarded as one of Giddens’ most sig-
nificant predecessors” (p. 94). Both Giddens and Dewey stress the im-
portance of tacitly repeated practices or habits. Both argue that “social 
practices can be reproduced only if actors can take their behavior for 
granted” (Cohen, 1996, p. 94). Further, both argue that for social 
change to occur, these habits must be interrupted to cause reflection 
and change. 
 
Critics of Giddens argue that he fails to adequately address the con-
cept of power within his perspective on structure and agency. Bour-
dieu (1979) for example focuses more closely on issues of power and 
social constraints. Bourdieu has been used frequently within research 
on educational trajectories and widening participation (Reay, 2010; 
Webb et al., 2017). Additionally, other researchers challenge Giddens’ 
(1984) claim that structure and agency are an interdependent duality. 
Margaret Archer (2015) in particular challenges this notion and argues 
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for analytical dualism. Others have defended Giddens but have sug-
gested his theory needs to be made more practical (Stones, 2006). My 
present research, nonetheless, adopts Giddens’ (1984) work as a meta-
theory that helps frame the study, reflects my pragmatic perspective, 
and serves as a balanced example of how to consider both the agentic 
and structural aspects within social research. Further, like Stones 
(2006), I find that drawing from and connecting concepts from both 
Giddens (1984) and Bourdieu (1977) is helpful and do so by using ca-
reership. 

 Social cognitive theory 
Social cognitive theory, as developed by Bandura (2001), is an agentic 
perspective that indicates that the "capacity to exercise control over 
the nature and quality of one's life is the essence of humanness" (Ban-
dura, 2001, 1). Importantly, Bandura (2001) states that agency is 
rooted within a "broad network of sociostructural influences" (p. 1). 
Bandura (2001) and his theory depict individuals as both the producer 
and the products of the dynamic social systems in which they are a 
part.  
 
In many ways, Bandura is a psychological pragmatist. He is critical of 
researchers who try to explain human functioning by reducing the 
complexity of experience into a dichotomy between nature (biologi-
cal) and nurture (social). Bandura (2001) argues that this “divestitive 
line of thinking is fueled by conceptual reductionism, nature-nurture 
analytic dualism, and one-sided evolutionism” (p. 18). Likewise, he 
argues that while the self-system is “socially constituted, by exercising 
self-influence human agents operate generatively and proactively, not 
just reactively, to shape the character of their social systems” (Ban-
dura, 2001, p. 15). 
 
I argue that psychologist Bandura’s (2001) social cognitive theory is 
directly connected to the pragmatic reflex arc developed by both 
James (1896) and Dewey (1896). Bandura’s (2001) theory suggests 
that human functioning is a result of interactive codetermination be-
tween personal, environmental, and behavioral factors. Bandura’s the-
ory is in many ways an argument against behaviorism, a branch of 
psychology that suggests that human functioning is primarily a result 
of external determination, most notably linked to ideas of a reflex arc 
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that is mechanical, and mostly devoid of agentic input. This stimulus 
and response perspective is at the root of what James and Dewey at-
tacked by highlighting the agentic role within the reflex arc (Phillips, 
1971).  
 
Critics of Bandura often focus on his earlier work and link him to be-
haviorism. Bandura’s earlier works reflected this stance more than his 
later works, having started primarily writing about observational 
learning and aggression. To this day, his early study involving child 
aggression known as the “Bobo the doll” experiment remains one of 
his most often cited contributions (Simon, 2001). This study made a 
large contribution to psychology but also reflected a much more be-
haviorist strand of Bandura’s work. This would also shape the labeling 
of Bandura as a behaviorist long after he had developed his agentic 
theory of human experience (Simon, 2001). Bandura’s later work re-
flected a focus on human agency as a major contributor to the human 
experience, but he did so by not discounting roles of social and envi-
ronmental interaction. He makes a point to stress that his position is 
“agentic,” an effort to place an emphasis as much as to differentiate 
between his and the field of psychology’s past. 
 
One of Bandura’s most important contributions has been his work on 
the psychosocial elements of self-belief. Bandura coined the term self-
efficacy and defines it as “the beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize 
and execute the courses of action required to manage prospective situ-
ations” (Bandura, 1995, p. 2). Self-efficacy has since become a helpful 
psychosocial concept within social science research, yielding research 
findings from a diverse array of contexts and domains that have found 
it to be a valid measure that can predict outcomes. Self-efficacy has 
been particularly prevalent in previous research related to educational 
success (Bartimote-Aufflick et al., 2016; Mayhew et al., 2016; 
Pascarella et al., 2005; Zimmerman, 1995).  
 
To understand the concept of self-efficacy, it is important to under-
stand social cognitive theory that it stems from. Social cognitive the-
ory is based on an agentic perspective that says that individuals inten-
tionally influence their functioning and the course of events through 
their actions. Accordingly, human functioning is a product of the in-
teractions of personal influences, “the behavior individuals engage in, 
and the environmental forces that impinge on them” (Bandura, 2012, 
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p. 11). Bandura calls this interplay triadic reciprocal codetermination 
where personal, behavioral, and environmental influences interact to 
shape human functioning. The interaction and interplay between these 
three factors define human functioning and make up the model of tri-
adic reciprocal codetermination (see figure 20).  

 
Figure 20 Triadic reciprocal codetermination adapted from Bandura 
(2012, p. 12). 
 
As depicted, elements of human agency and elements of structure dy-
namically interact within his model. Within Bandura’s model, per-
sonal (biological, psychological, and cognitive factors such as 
knowledge, expectations, and attitudes), environmental (social, cul-
tural, and context specific conditions), and behavioral factors (skills, 
practice, self-efficacy, and actions) consistently interact, and shape 
each other to make up human experience. Self-efficacy as well as col-
lective efficacy are particularly important concepts within my re-
search. 

5.4.1. Self-efficacy 
Within this framework, self-efficacy is considered a personal factor 
that is both shaped by and shapes one’s environment and behaviors. 
Within the personal domain, Bandura (2001) outlines four main pro-
cesses that are shaped by self-efficacy: cognitive, motivational, affec-
tive, and selection. Cognitive processes involve self-evaluation of ca-
pabilities, focus, goal selection, and other cognitive functions. Motiva-
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tion refers to the ability to motivate oneself, which is also closely re-
lated to how an individual values the anticipated outcomes of his or 
her behaviors. Affective processes include the self-perception of one’s 
ability to cope, how tolerant individuals are towards challenges, and 
anxiety and depression. The last set of processes, those of selection, 
include decisions and choices individuals make in order to reach goals 
and the amount of time, resources, and effort individuals choose to use 
(Tsang, Hui, & Law, 2012). Likewise, self-efficacy interacts with and 
plays a role in shaping both behaviors and the environmental context.  

 
Within the theory, because personal influences, including self-beliefs, 
are part of “the determining conditions within this dynamic interplay, 
people have a hand in shaping events and the course their lives take” 
(Bandura, 2012, p. 11). With this being said, Bandura’s perspective 
emphasizes the interplay, the interaction, between these three factors 
of influence, which each play a significant role in shaping human 
functioning. He refuses to discount the influences of biology (nature), 
behaviors, or sociocultural (nurture), and in doing so emphasizes the 
need to understand humans holistically. 
 
Investigating student self-efficacy is particularly useful when trying to 
better understand academic and career related learning, development, 
and success. Bandura (1997) suggests that self-efficacy beliefs control 
decision making, the amount of effort individuals exert, the length of 
time individuals persevere through challenges, level of resilience, and 
even the level of accomplishment they realize. Research has largely 
confirmed this as a 2016 meta-analysis of over 50 empirical studies 
investigating higher education student self-efficacy concluded that 
“perhaps the single most important (and reliable) predictor of univer-
sity student achievement in recent decades is self-efficacy (Bartimote-
Aufflick et al., 2016, p. 1918). 

5.4.2. Collective efficacy  
In addition to self-efficacy, a lesser known element of social cognitive 
theory is collective-efficacy which are people’s “shared beliefs in their 
collective power to produce desired results” (Bandura, 2000, p. 75). 
Compared to self-efficacy, collective efficacy focuses on the aggre-
gate beliefs about how group members can perform “as a unit” (Lent, 
Schmidt, & Schmidt, 2006, p. 74). In a meta-analysis of 35 studies 
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that used the construct, Stjakovic and Lee (2001) find that collective 
efficacy accounts for 20% of the variance in group performance. Re-
search on this aspect of social cognitive theory has been quite limited 
in comparison to self-efficacy, however, is growing in scope within 
educational research (Lent et al., 2006).  
 
Few studies have focused on the impact a family’s collective efficacy 
may have on an individual’s own self-efficacy and vice versa. In addi-
tion, when one considers the family decisions made about education 
for their children, particularly in market-based systems, the beliefs of 
the collective would seem to be a key source of insight into the pro-
cess. The literature related to widening participation in higher educa-
tion and educational decision making predominantly comes from 
within sociological perspectives related to family social and cultural 
capital, which are largely linked to Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habi-
tus (Behtoui & Neergaard, 2016; Hope, 2014; Mathers & Parry, 2009; 
Webb et al., 2017). 
 
Some researchers have started to explore the family’s utilization of 
collective efficacy as well (Cheung, Wan, Fan, Leong, & Mok, 2013). 
Cheung et al. (2013) for example found that the perceived collective 
efficacy of significant others (family, peers, and teachers) correlated 
with student individual career self-efficacy. They suggest that the “in-
corporation of this collective perspective in the concept of career self-
efficacy recognizes the interdependence and relational aspect of voca-
tional behavior, especially during adolescence” (Cheung et al., 2013, 
p. 243).  

 Careership theory 
As career decisions involve a multitude of factors beyond student be-
liefs, I find Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) a helpful addition to my 
discussion. Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) maintain an interactionist 
perspective within their theory of career decision making. Careership 
theory (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997) indicates that “educational and 
career decisions are bound to ‘horizons for action,’ determined by 
both external opportunities for jobs and personal perceptions of what 
is possible, desirable and appropriate, depending on the wider context 
and the individual’s life history” (Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al., 2016, 
p. 226). They argue that educational and career decisions “can only be 
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understood in terms of the life histories of those who make them, 
wherein identity has evolved through interaction with significant oth-
ers and with the culture in which the subject has lived and is living” 
(Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 33). Culture within their work refers 
to the “socially-constructed and historically-derived common base of 
knowledge, values and norms for action that people grow into and 
come to take as a natural way of life” (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 
33).  
 
Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) created careership theory within the 
context of two competing career narratives: sociological career re-
search suggesting socially structured career pathways and career pol-
icy that focuses on individual freedom of choice. Their work com-
bines elements from both to provide a model in which three integrated 
dimensions shape and are shaped by each other: pragmatically rational 
decision-making, interactions with others, and the “location of deci-
sions with the partly unpredictable pattern of turning-points and rou-
tines that make up the life course” (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 
29). I use three concepts from their theory predominantly: pragmati-
cally rational decisions, horizons of action, and interactions with edu-
cation and the employment field.  

5.5.1. Pragmatically rational decisions  
The first dimension within careership is pragmatically rational deci-
sion-making. Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) find that young people 
do not often make decisions in the manner in which policy rhetoric as-
sumes. Regardless, students within their studies were being pragmati-
cally rational, in that they were making decisions that were neither 
technically rational nor irrational. Students in their study based their 
decisions on “partial information located in the familiar and the 
known…decision making was context-related, and could not be sepa-
rated from the family background, culture and life histories” 
(Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 33).  
 
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus (1977) plays a particularly important 
role in the study of educational and career processes as well as widen-
ing participation (Furlong & Cartmel, 2009; Webb et al., 2017). Hod-
kinson and Sparkes (1997) use habitus to describe educational and ca-



 

 

 128 

reer processes within their theory. Habitus is described as “the strat-
egy-generating principle enabling agents to cope with unforeseen and 
everchanging situation” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72) and a “system of last-
ing and transposable dispositions which, integrating past experiences, 
functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, 
and actions and makes possible the achievement of infinitely diversi-
fied tasks” (Bourdieu, 1977, pp. 82–83). According to Bourdieu 
(1977), habitus mediates structure and practice and involves more than 
just perceptions for “it derives from and is part of the whole person, 
including the body” (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 33). 
 
A strength of careership and their use of habitus is that it clearly ar-
gues that sociocultural dynamics are also at play within the decision 
process. Further, it suggests that sociocultural history/memory that is 
carried within individuals and collectives shapes and is shaped by in-
teractional experiences. Bandura’s (2001) work incorporates culture 
within his model of social cognitive theory but does not place as sig-
nificant an emphasis on the embedded nature of culture as careership. 
This has been a critique of Bandura’s work and the career theories that 
his work inspires. 

5.5.2. Horizons of action  
Horizons of action are “the arena within which actions can be taken 
and decisions made…habitus and the opportunity structure of the la-
bour market both influence horizons for action and are interrelated, or 
perceptions of what might be available and appropriate affect deci-
sions and opportunities are simultaneously subjective and objective” 
(Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 34). The authors link this to Giddens’ 
(1984) concept of the dialectic of constraint in that careership suggests 
that one’s horizons for actions “both limit and enable our view of the 
world and the choices we can make in it” (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 
1997, p. 39). As individuals absorb new information into their frame-
work there is a “refinement and modification to the habitus and the 
horizon for action” (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 35). Horizons for 
action are dependent on both the standpoint of the individual and “the 
external education and labour market” (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, 
p. 36). This also parallels Bandura’s description of environmental fac-
tors that interact with personal and behavioral factors (Bandura, 
2012).  
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5.5.3. Interactions with education/employment field  
According to careership theory, career decision making must be seen 
as a process of interactions. These interactions are transactional be-
tween individual agents and are ongoing throughout the life course. 
The interactions constitute a “complex pattern of stakeholder relations 
and their various perceptions and reactions to the official regulations” 
(Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 36). Decisions often must be modi-
fied as a result of such interactions, which in turn change the habitus 
from within which choices are made. I, again, suggest this is related to 
self-efficacy beliefs, which change often through interactions with ed-
ucation and employment fields (Bandura, 2012).  
 
Within their theory, they cite Bourdieu (1979) who argues that power 
is distributed through a variety of forms of capital and that some indi-
viduals “possess more capital and can exert more power” (Hodkinson 
& Sparkes, 1997, p. 37). When youth make educational and career de-
cisions, for example, employers “have the power to hire and fire, 
whilst training and education providers understand the systems better 
than the young people and have contacts and access to networks that 
many young people lack” (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 37). In ad-
dition, youth also depend on their family to provide support while 
making decisions and some parents may have access to networks and 
accumulated various forms of capital that other parents have not. I 
adopt this perspective to help highlight the power imbalances inherent 
within student decision making and educational experiences. This re-
search is particularly relevant when discussing first-generation univer-
sity students, students whose parents have not attended higher educa-
tion (Chaparro & Koupil, 2014; Hope, 2014; Northedge, 2010; 
Pascarella et al., 2005; Thomas & Quinn, 2007; Ward et al., 2012). 
 
Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) also suggest that youth maintain 
agency despite the presence of multiple structural constraints and that 
youth also have resources that they use to influence their own futures. 
They argue that their agency and influence can only be understood 
through the complex interactions of which they are part. Importantly, 
they note that this requires an understanding of the “local, national, 
and sometimes global contexts involving institutional cultures and of-
ficial rules for education, employment, school-leaving, benefit pay-
ments etc.; which are, in turn, located within the economic, social and 
cultural environment, with its strong historical dimension” 
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(Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p. 37). This position aligns directly with 
the stance Walther et al (2016b) and I take towards research on educa-
tional trajectories.  

 Theoretical connectivity 
Using theoretical concepts from Bourdieu (1977) in conjunction with 
those from Giddens (1984) and Bandura (2001) may seem odd to 
some readers. Bourdieu’s work (1977) places an emphasis on the roles 
structural constraints play in maintaining social reproduction of ine-
quality. Bandura (2001) and Giddens (1984) tend to be seen as more 
agentic in focus, by highlighting the ways individuals and groups can 
use agentic strategies despite such structural constraints. I argue that 
the psychological concepts Bandura (2001) uses are not far away from 
the sociological concepts Giddens (1984) and Bourdieu (1977) use. 
Further, there is a lot of parallel between Giddens (1984) and Bour-
dieu (1977) that is often discounted (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). I 
find that a lot of the motivation behind drawing hardline divisions be-
tween these constructs and concepts has a lot to do with historical di-
visions between disciplines, which are not entirely useful when ex-
ploring an interdisciplinary situation such as educational trajectories.  
 
Therefore, I am fully aware that the different concepts I use within 
this dissertation, namely self-efficacy and habitus, were produced 
within different thought collectives (Fleck, 1979); however, I suggest 
they are intricately linked by the social phenomena. I particularly am 
looking within my work to expand upon theory and do so by drawing 
connections between a range of theory that can lend concepts and con-
structs that are useful. 
 
If we compare Hodkinson and Sparke’s (1997) description of habitus 
to Bandura’s (2012) triadic reciprocal codetermination in his social 
cognitive theory, there are many parallels. Within Bandura’s model 
(2012), personal (biological, psychological, and cognitive factors such 
as knowledge, expectations, and attitudes), environmental (social in-
teractions, culture, context specific conditions), and behavioral factors 
(skills, practice, self-efficacy, and actions) consistently interact and 
shape each other and make up human experience (Bandura, 2012). 
Within careership theory, they use habitus to encapsulate “the ways in 
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which a person’s beliefs, ideas and preferences are individually sub-
jective but also influenced by the objective social networks and cul-
tural traditions in which that person lives” (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 
1997, p. 33). I argue that this use of habitus falls largely in line with 
the model of triadic reciprocal codetermination. This is particularly 
the case with the concepts of self and collective efficacy. 

 Conclusion 
In this chapter I have provided a detailed overview of the theoretical 
framework that guides my research. First, I described Deweyan prag-
matism which inspires my holistic transactional constructivism per-
spective. I defined this perspective as the view that human experience 
must be explored in relation to the whole that makes up human experi-
ences (both individual and collective), which are constructed through 
the constant, interconnected, and reciprocal transactions between 
agents (personal), environments (structure), and behaviors (actions). 
 
Second, I detailed major aspects of Giddens (1984) structuration the-
ory that argues that agency and structure are not divided but are a du-
ality that interact and constitute each other. I use this theory to guide 
my meta perspective of interactions between agents and social sys-
tems. Third, I introduced social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2012) 
which describes how human functioning is a product of consistent in-
teractions between personal, behavioral, and environmental factors. 
Two key concepts within Bandura’s (2012) theory are self-efficacy 
beliefs which are beliefs one has in their own capability to success-
fully complete specific tasks and collective efficacy which are peo-
ple’s shared beliefs in their group’s ability to do the same.  
Third, I presented careership theory (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997) 
that suggests that career and education decisions are always made in 
relation to culture. The theory suggests that individuals make pragmat-
ically rational decisions that are neither fully rational nor irrational, 
that perceptions of what options are available as well as the labor mar-
ket shape individual possibilities, and that decision making is influ-
enced by interactions with educational and employment fields. Their 
theory relates to Bourdieu (1979) who’s research highlights many 
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structural constraints individuals face as well as their cultural embed-
dedness. In the next chapter, I will introduce the methods I use to con-
duct my research.  
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6. Methodology 

In this dissertation, I explore the experience students within an intro-
duction to learning course in Sweden have had along their educational 
trajectories. In this chapter, I begin by discussing the research ques-
tions, abductive research, and the mixed methods research design. 
Two sets of empirical data were collected and analyzed, which con-
tribute to synthesized findings and abductive theory development. 
First, I discuss psychosocial survey methods, followed by narrative re-
search methods, and last the abductive methods used to synthesize the 
findings and develop a theory. Similarly, I will present the findings 
and discussion for each in subsequent chapters.  

 Research questions 
 
The aim of this dissertation is to explore the experiences that students 
have along their educational trajectories into higher education in the 
Swedish context. Two research questions guide this aim: 

1. Among students in an introduction to university learning 
course, how do career decision-making self-efficacy and aca-
demic skills self-efficacy beliefs relate? 

2. What educational trajectories do students experience between 
upper-secondary and higher education in the Swedish context? 

 Abductive research  
Abductive research has pragmatic roots. Pierce (1960) introduced and 
formalized the approach as an alternative to research utilizing only in-
ductive or deductive reasoning. Abductive research refers to “a crea-
tive inferential process aimed at producing new hypotheses and theo-
ries based on surprising research evidence.” (Tavory & Timmermans, 
2014, p. 5). Further, it can also be “understood as a process that values 
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both deductive and inductive approaches but relies principally on the 
expertise, experience, and intuition of researchers” (Wheeldon & 
Åhlberg, 2012).  
 
My abductive approach in this dissertation is largely inspired by Du-
bois and Gadde (2002). They describe their approach, systematic com-
bining, as a non-linear process where the researcher is “constantly go-
ing ‘back and forth’ from one type of research activity to another and 
between empirical observations and theory” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, 
p. 555). Accordingly, researchers start with a preliminary analytical 
framework, which consists of “articulated ‘preconceptions’” that are 
“developed according to what is discovered through the empirical 
fieldwork, as well as through analysis and interpretation” (Dubois & 
Gadde, 2002, p. 555). Within abductive research, one’s framework 
evolves as you consistently interact with theory, earlier research, and 
your empirical data (Swedberg, 2012; Tavory & Timmermans, 2014).  
 
Researchers often use in-depth case studies for theory development. 
To do so, it can be helpful for researchers to gather data, theory, and 
earlier research from a multitude of sources. This strategy allows for a 
deep probe into the case and allows researchers to address “historical, 
attitudinal, and behavioral issues” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002) using a 
broad range of sources and theory. Interactively connecting findings 
with your perceptual framework, the case, theory, and the empirical 
world is the essence of systematic combining, which leads to theory 
development.  

6.2.1. Mixed methods research design 
Mixed methods often rely on abductive reasoning and thus “offers an 
important new way to conceive of research and can produce more ro-
bust measures of association while allowing that multiple paths to 
meaning exist” (Wheeldon & Åhlberg, 2012).  
 
I chose to utilize mixed methods in order to gain a deeper understand-
ing of student experiences by collecting complementary quantitative 
and qualitative data related to the educational trajectory phenomena. 
There are three main methods to mixing data collection and/or analy-
sis: “data can be merged by transforming and/or integrating two data 
types together, one data type can be embedded within another, or they 
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can be presented separately and then connected to answer different as-
pects of the same or similar research question” (Wheeldon & Åhlberg, 
2012). This complementarity mixed-methods design (Greene, 
Caracelli, & Graham, 1989) differs from triangulation as my intent is 
to measure “overlapping but also different aspects of the underlying 
phenomenon” (C. E. Daley & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). To explore the 
trajectories of students entering higher education in Sweden, I had stu-
dents complete a psychosocial survey on self-efficacy and conducted 
11 semi-structured narrative interviews. 
 
I chose to focus my research on three components related to the stu-
dent experience between upper-secondary and higher education to 
provide empirical data that would supplement existing theory in order 
to develop new theory. The three components were: Swedish histori-
cal, cultural, social, and educational context; self-efficacy beliefs in 
higher education; and educational trajectories between upper-second-
ary education and higher education. The abductive approach (Tavory 
& Timmermans, 2014) used in my dissertation involved reviewing 
multiple strands of previous research, theories, methods, analytical 
strategies, and empirical findings to produce theory. Figure 21 dis-
plays this process that is inspired by Dubois and Gadde (2002).  
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Figure 21 Outline of the three main research components and the abductive process  
inspired by systematic combining by Dubois and Gadde (2002). 

6.2.2. Participants 
I chose to conduct a single case-study, largely because I had access to 
a unique case that has potential to significantly contribute to and fill 
gaps in existing research (Yin, 2009). Previous case-studies, particu-
larly within the European context, have largely been limited to investi-
gating students enrolled in a cohort-based course within one academic 
program, made up of students of similar ages and time spent within 
the university (Bartimote-Aufflick et al., 2016). In the present study, I 
had access to a cohort of students from different academic disciplines, 
ages, and lengths of time spent in the university who chose to take a 
course on learning in higher education.  
 
All students enrolled (N = 75) were invited to participate in this study 
during their second week of the five-week summer course. Students 
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who chose to take part (n = 62 [83%]) were given time to complete a 
survey instrument focused on both academic skills confidence and ca-
reer decision self-efficacy. After being invited to take part, students 
first reviewed information about the study, their rights as a participant, 
and, if they chose to take part, completed an informed consent agree-
ment. They then completed the survey. 
 
At the beginning of the survey, students were required to include their 
first and last name as well as an email address. This was so I could 
reach out to invite them to an optional interview about their trajecto-
ries into higher education. As stated, the survey was completely op-
tional. All of those who completed the survey were thus open to being 
contacted for a follow up interview. I emailed every student two 
weeks after they completed the survey and invited them to participate 
in an interview. In the end, 12 signed up for an interview and 11 par-
ticipated. Prior to the interviews, the students reviewed information 
about the study, the interview, and their rights. If they chose to take 
part, they then completed and signed an informed consent agreement.  

6.2.3. Ethical issues  
I invited students in this course to complete the survey through a 
YouTube video I produce that the instructor played during one class 
session. In the video, I gave them an introduction to the research topic 
and invited them to participate. The instructor was thus involved in 
sharing the invitation as well as reading a short script I provided. The 
instructor provided class time for its completion if students decided to 
participate. No results or responses have been shared with the course 
instructor.  
 
Students were informed on the video, in the short script I had the in-
structor read, and on the informed consent prompt embedded within 
the survey that they did not have to participate in this research if they 
did not want to and could quit at any time. I am aware, however, and 
did consider the power dynamics between the instructor and students. 
An alternative could have been to have asked interested students to 
complete the survey outside of class. I decided against this primarily 
to save students the burden of having to do so during their free time.  
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Students were also prompted to include their names and email address 
at the beginning of the survey so that I may invite them for an inter-
view. I am aware and have reflected on the ethical issues with obtain-
ing names and contact information which are connected survey data. 
All personal details were removed early in my analysis and have all 
been stored on a secure server. 
 
The students who agreed to participate in an interview were first pro-
vided an informed consent agreement written in both English and 
Swedish. The students were given time to fully review the agreement 
and ask any questions prior, during, or after the interview. All signed 
and agreed to this informed consent. Each participant had the right to 
withdraw from the research project at any time. They also all agreed to 
have the interview recorded and have a translator present. Interview 
data was stored securely, and steps have been taken throughout to en-
sure anonymity for the participants.  

 Psychosocial survey of self-efficacy 
I will now discuss my use of a psychosocial survey instrument to ex-
plore self-efficacy beliefs within higher education. I choose to utilize a 
survey instrument to measure the academic skills self-efficacy and ca-
reer decision making self-efficacy of the students enrolled in the intro-
duction to learning course. Research suggests that self-efficacy is a 
significant predictor of student persistence (Robbins et al., 2004).  

6.1.1. Instruments and translation 
I developed a survey instrument that combined two previously used 
and validated self-efficacy scales. First, the 24 item Academic Confi-
dence Scale (ACS) (Sander & Sanders, 2003) was used to measure un-
dergraduate student academic self-efficacy related to six factors: stud-
ying, understanding, attendance, grades, verbalizing and clarifying. 
Second, the 25 item Career Decision Making Self-Efficacy Scale 
(CDMSE) (Hackett, 1995; Taylor & Betz, 1983) was used to measure 
undergraduate student career decision making self-efficacy related to 
five factors: self-appraisal, occupational information, goal selection, 
planning, and problem solving. Items on both scales were scored by 
respondents from 4 to 0 with a 5-point Likert response as follows: 4 = 
very high self-confidence, 3 = high self-confidence, 2 = neither high 
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nor low self-confidence, 1 = low self-confidence, and 0 = very low 
self-confidence.  
 
Since both scales were originally developed in English, they were 
translated into Swedish. This was done according to the principle of 
two translators translating into Swedish, then back into English, where 
comparison and adjustments were carried out to capture the true 
meaning of each question. Prior to the survey, it was piloted with three 
graduate students.  

6.1.2. Analyses  
Quantitative analyses in this study were conducted using SPSS in 
three ways: correlational, cluster, and descriptive. First, I examined 
whether a correlation between academic self-efficacy and career deci-
sion self-efficacy existed among students in this case study using the 
bivariate correlation procedure in SPSS. A statistically significant cor-
relation was found between the two constructs indicating a strong pos-
itive linear relationship between the academic and career self-efficacy 
measures (Pearson coefficient: .657 p value = 0.001).  
 
Second, since the two constructs were correlated, I chose to divide the 
students based on their level of self-efficacy on both scales. Previous 
research on higher education student self-efficacy has explored the 
characteristics of students who maintain differing self-efficacy beliefs. 
Researchers have done so primarily by utilizing a variety of tech-
niques to divide students into groups based on their self-efficacy lev-
els, most commonly using median split to create two groups—individ-
uals with high and those with low self-efficacy scores (Bråten, 
Samuelstuen, & Strømsø, 2004; Hsieh, Sullivan, & Guerra, 2007). 
 
I identified two significant limitations to doing a similar median split 
in my study. First, it would not help highlight wider variations that 
may exist if more than two groups were compared. Second, the me-
dian split method is most appropriate when utilizing results from one 
psychometric scale, whereas my study utilizes results from two. Thus, 
in order to investigate students with differing levels of two separate 
measures of self-efficacy (academic and career decision making) I 
chose to utilize cluster analysis. Galyon, Blondin, Yaw, Nalls and 
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Williams (2012) did similar to define three cluster groupings based on 
student self-efficacy scale results.  
 
SPSS was utilized to conduct a k-means cluster analysis to create self-
efficacy (SE) groupings based on student mean score results from both 
the ACS and CDMSE scales. I first standardized the data from each 
scale and then conducted a k-means cluster analysis to create three 
clusters. Tests of different numbers of clusters using the same proce-
dure indicated that three clusters fit best, as the cluster centers were 
more stable with three groups than fewer or more groupings. I vali-
dated the stability of the groupings by reviewing the iteration change 
in cluster centers and found the three clusters to be valid and stable, 
having reached a cluster center of .000 in the fourth iteration of each 
cluster. Post-hoc Bonferroni analysis indicates that the mean differ-
ences between all cluster comparisons are statistically significantly 
different from each other at the 0.05 level. Thus, within this study, 
three different, statistically significant, and stable clusters were estab-
lished based on the averages of student academic self-efficacy and ca-
reer decision making self-efficacy: a low self-efficacy (SE) cluster in-
cluding 27% of participants (n = 17), a mid SE cluster including 48% 
of participants (n = 30), and a high SE cluster made up 24% of partici-
pants (n = 15). Lastly, I conducted descriptive analyses in order to 
compare student demographics in relation to cluster membership.  
 
Cronbach’s alpha was employed to assess the internal consistency of 
the subscale scores of the instruments, and a minimum coefficient of 
.80 was employed to indicate an adequate level of consistency 
(Bryman, 2015). Both scales were found to be reliable as the overall 
Cronbach’s alpha for the ACS was .924 (24 items) and the overall 
Cronbach’s alpha for the CDMSE was .883 (24 items). In addition, a 
statistically significant correlation was found between the two con-
structs indicating a strong positive linear relationship between the aca-
demic and career self-efficacy measures (Pearson coefficient: .657 p 
value = 0.001). 

 Narrative research 
Narrative research is a term used to describe a wide array of ap-
proaches and methods related to the study of human experiences 
through the narratives they construct about their lives (Naidoo, 2018). 
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This research project is inspired primarily by narrative inquiry, which 
is “an approach to the study of human lives conceived as a way of 
honoring lived experience as a source of important knowledge and un-
derstanding” (Clandinin, 2016, p. 17). Narrative inquiry aligns closely 
with my pragmatic philosophical perspective and theoretical frame-
works. Narrative inquiry stems from Deweyan pragmatism and adopts 
Dewey’s two criteria of experience: “interaction and continuity en-
acted in situations” (Clandinin, 2016, p. 12). Dewey’s theory (1920) 
also directly shapes narrative inquiry’s three-dimensional space that 
focuses on the “dimensions of temporality, place, and sociality” 
(Clandinin, 2016, p. 12). This enables researchers to gain deeper in-
sights into the holistic experiences of their research participants.  
 
As stated, there are many forms of narrative research, and data collec-
tion strategies also vary. Researchers conducting narrative research 
rely on the voice of their participants in order to create or co-create 
narratives. The style of interview techniques necessary to gain data 
and create narratives from it can take a few forms, one being the more 
biographical style of open-ended responses, another general prompt-
ing questions, and another the more life-history style of structured or 
semi-structured questions designed to establish data that can be used 
to produce narrative trajectories (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I chose to 
pursue the latter and used a semi-structured interview as opposed to 
the more open-ended biographical narratives.  
 
The formulation of narratives is not simply a product of an individual. 
Narratives reflect the interconnected and transactional nature of hu-
man experience. Within narrative inquiry, the narrative must be seen 
in relation to the historical, geographic, and sociocultural contexts 
with which individuals are continuously in relation. The focus of nar-
rative inquiry is on not only the individual but also an “exploration of 
the social, cultural, familial, linguistic, and institutional narratives 
within which individuals’ experiences were, and are, constituted, 
shaped, expressed, and enacted” (Clandinin, 2016, p. 18). This paral-
lels the perspective Walther et al. (2016b) take while investigating ed-
ucational trajectories. 
 
Naidoo (2018) describes the process of narrative research as a laby-
rinth that one enters in order to understand the experiences of others. 
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She outlines seven turns or circles within the narrative research laby-
rinth: naïve planning and identification, generating and eliciting sto-
ries, crafting narratives, conversations, and reflections, uncovering 
clusters of meaning, theoretical connectivity and coherence, and narra-
tive insight and clarity. Throughout the following section, I use the 
narrative research labyrinth as a structure to explain the design and 
methods used in this study. Figure 22 displays Naidoo’s (2018) narra-
tive research labyrinth.  

 
Figure 22 Narrative research labyrinth reproduced with permission from Naidoo 
(2018). 

6.2.1. Naïve planning and identification 
The first turn is naïve planning and identification and “involves identi-
fying a topic or area of concern, selecting suitable participants and 
sites, and obtaining permission from ‘gatekeepers’” (Naidoo, 2018). 
As I have discussed, I chose to focus my research on students within 
the introduction to university learning course for several reasons. The 
uniqueness of this sample was key, as I was able to gain access to a 
group of students who were studying within a large variety of pro-
grams and were also targets of widening participation efforts.  
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Having identified a group of students who would likely fit well within 
my overarching goal of understanding the trajectories of Swedish stu-
dents into higher education and their beliefs in their ability to succeed, 
I reached out to the instructor of the course within our department. He 
agreed to allow me to invite students from the class to participate in 
my study and importantly, devoted class time to allow them to com-
plete the survey instrument. Of the 62 (n = 62) who provided an email 
address, twelve signed up for an interview. Of the twelve who signed 
up for an interview, eleven participated. Thus, a sample of students 
from within the course was chosen based on interviewee interest and 
availability.  

6.2.2. Generating and eliciting stories 
The second turn is generating and eliciting stories, which “involves 
employing appropriate accessories or tools to generate rich stories that 
reflect personal, professional, and social experiences…transcribing 
and sometimes translating elicited stories” (Naidoo, 2018). I designed 
the interview portion of my research to allow for both a cohort com-
parison of trajectories as well as a micro-level analysis of individual 
narratives. This aligns with my overarching epistemology.  
 
As an outsider to the Swedish educational context, I needed to ask a 
number of questions to best understand the student experience and 
their movements within and outside of the education system. The 
semi-structured interviews allowed me to maintain an orderly inter-
view with each of the students but allowed room for follow up ques-
tions that served to further give me an opportunity to understand what 
they described. For example, during one of the interviews, a student 
described obtaining academic support on campus from a “tutor.” As 
this term has multiple functional meanings depending on the educa-
tional and international context, I took time to ask the student to fur-
ther describe this service, the role of the tutor, etc. This was a frequent 
occurrence throughout the interviews, as I felt a particular need to 
pause progression of the semi-structured interview to make sure I was 
not making assumptions based on my previous experiences (both per-
sonal and professional).  
 
I designed a twenty-two question semi-structured interview guide to 
enable students to construct a holistic narrative about their trajectories 
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into higher education. The questions were designed to allow students 
to chronologically describe their experiences moving through the 
Swedish education system and their eventual path into higher educa-
tion.  
 
First, I asked students to describe themselves and their parents. This 
included information such as age, length of time in higher education, 
academic program, and where they grew up. Similarly, I asked about 
where their parents were from, if they attended higher education (if so, 
what subject they studied), and their occupation. Second, I asked a se-
ries of questions about their educational path prior to higher educa-
tion. I placed particular focus on their decision-making process when 
choosing an upper-secondary school and/or program to attend. Third, I 
asked the students to describe their life between upper-secondary edu-
cation and higher education. Fourth, I asked students to detail their 
path into higher education. As with my questions on upper-secondary, 
I focused on their decision-making process. Lastly, I asked about their 
transition into higher education. Table 3 highlights the semi-structured 
interview themes.  
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Table 3 Semi-structured narrative interview themes 

 
Importantly, I focused not only on student decision making but also on 
the wider context -- the actions taken to explore options, the influ-
ences, and support or career guidance provided in relation to the deci-
sion. This, coupled with the chronological nature of the interview, al-
lowed the students to share a holistic narrative of their past, present, 
and hopes and fears for the future. Thus, these interviews provided the 

Semi-structured interview question themes 

Demographics 
n Student demographics and background 
n Parent demographics and family background 

 
Educational path prior to higher education 
Decision making process when choosing program/school for upper-
secondary education 

n Exploration actions 
n Influences towards decision 
n School system provided support or guidance related to decision 

 
Life experiences between upper-secondary school and the start 
of higher education 

n Employment 
n Studies 

 
Educational path into higher education  
Decision making process when choosing academic program for 
higher education 

n Exploration actions 
n Influences towards decision 
n School system provided support or guidance related to decision  

 
Transition into higher education  

n Academic exploration within higher education  
n Comfort with academic decision  
n Key challenges and successes 
n University support services 
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data necessary to allow a mapping of an educational trajectory as well 
as a constructed, and reconstructed, narrative.  
 
Since my research is focused primarily on entry into higher education, 
I chose to only interview the students once. The interviews lasted any-
where between forty-five to sixty minutes depending on the level of 
discussion. All interviews were recorded with the permission of the 
students.  

 

6.2.2.1. Language 
I conducted the interviews in English with these students. Since Eng-
lish was the student’s second or sometimes third language, a Swedish 
colleague agreed to sit in during the interviews to provide translation 
and clarification when needed. The majority of the interviews required 
little translation as the students were comfortable in English; however, 
with a few interviews the translation was more prominent. In those 
cases, I would ask the question first in English, followed by my col-
league asking it in Swedish. The same was done for their answers. 
Only one student interview, Astrid’s, was predominantly conducted 
this way.  
 
Having a native colleague sit in on these interviews was helpful in re-
lation to any translation issues, but doubly so in regard to clarification. 
In several instances, a student would describe an aspect of the Swe-
dish education system of which I was unaware. The student would de-
scribe it in English, but I could not grasp the concept in relation to my 
experience and background in the U.S. At this point, the students 
could discuss it in Swedish to my colleague, who was also a PhD stu-
dent in education and could not only translate the Swedish language 
but also clarify the English explanation. This allowed me to pose spe-
cific follow-up questions and enabled the interviews to flow quite 
smoothly.  
 
While discussing some concepts with the students, in particular school 
terminology, it was common that they would ask me what term we use 
in the U.S. for certain concepts. An example of this was the Swedish 
school term “gymnasium.” In the U.S., we use the term “high school” 
to refer to this, and after I explained this, the students used that term 
throughout our interview. After transcribing the interviews and using 
the quotes verbatim to construct the narratives, I decided to edit these 
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terms for clarity purposes. This was done in order to ensure the read-
ers of the dissertation encountered consistency as well as to realign the 
terms to a more international audience and understanding. Therefore, 
the quotes within the narratives have been adjusted to reflect OECD 
terminology. In the aforementioned example, the student’s spoken use 
of “high school” has been replaced by upper-secondary school.  

6.2.3. Crafting narratives 
The third turn is crafting narratives, which “requires reading and re-
reading stories to craft or create narratives” (Naidoo, 2018). I tran-
scribed the eleven interviews in full. With a few exceptions, transcrip-
tions focused on the content of the student’s responses as opposed to 
including body language and pauses. An example of an exception can 
be found within Karin’s narrative, when she was discussing the occu-
pation of nursing in comparison to her husband’s as a businessperson. 
In this instance her use of her hands was critical to understanding her 
message. As she spoke about her future position as a nurse, she placed 
her right hand low and then upon talking about her husband’s position 
as a businessperson, she raised her left hand up high. In this instance, 
the body language was used specifically to reiterate the differing posi-
tions (economic and class) associated with the occupations. Other-
wise, the content of the discussion was the focus.  
 
I read and reread each interview transcript multiple times. To aid with 
the crafting of narratives, I divided the interviews into four groups 
based on student demographics/experience. The following are the 
groups of narratives:  
 

1. Traditional students: students who are younger (under 25) and have 
spent less than five years outside of the formal education system 
prior to entering higher education.  

2. First-generation university students: students whose parents did not 
attend higher education.  

3. Older students: students who are older (older than 25) and have 
spent more than five years outside of the formal education system 
prior to entering higher education.  

4. Students with disabilities: students who disclosed that they have a 
diagnosed physical, learning, or emotional condition that impacts 
their education.  
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It is important to note that several of the students fit within more than 
one of these groups; however, for organization I placed their narrative 
within only one of the groups. With this being said, their narratives 
still reflect their holistic experience, thus not eliminating discussion of 
aspects that would have more clearly placed them within another 
group. This division was done for organizational purposes. In other 
words, I did not intend to analytically compare between these groups 
but rather to present them in some organized manner.  

6.2.4. Conversations and reflections 
The fourth turn involves a series of conversations and reflections. Of-
ten, researchers discuss the narratives with research groups or in my 
case my research supervisors. During this turn it is “important to re-
flect on the emotions and feelings of the researcher and participants, 
power dynamics, and ethical challenges at this turn” (Naidoo, 2018). 
 
Throughout the process of crafting the narratives, I took part in discus-
sions with my three supervisors about the interview transcripts and the 
constructed narratives. Their feedback has been integral in the crafting 
of the narratives in a way that better reflects the cultural context 
within Sweden. This conversation with my supervisors has gone hand 
in hand with my overall consistent attention to reflexivity.  
 
As an outsider to the Swedish context, I have spent a great deal of 
time reflecting on how to best represent these student’s narratives in 
relation to the cultural context they encounter. Obviously, I have had 
limited exposure to and experience within Sweden having lived, stud-
ied, and worked the majority of my life in the U.S. In both my interac-
tions during the interviews and analyses later, I have stopped myself 
often to question my inherent assumptions.  
 
Dwyer (2009) discusses the dilemmas faced by outsider researchers 
like me. Accordingly, a benefit of being an insider-researcher, one 
who belongs to the group they are researching, is “acceptance” 
(Dwyer, 2009, p. 58). There is a degree of comfort that it provides to 
the interview participant, who may share more information. There is 
also an element of acceptance in the understanding that the manner in 
which he or she tells her story, in their native language, will be under-
stood. In my case, students were interviewed in English and thus their 
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story was constructed within the constraints of their non-native lan-
guage. I addressed this by having a fellow PhD student serve as an in-
terpreter during the interviews.  
 
While outsider-researchers may not obtain the full benefit of ac-
ceptance from the participants, this in itself is a benefit in terms of 
clarity and understanding. Within the context of intercultural commu-
nication, the meanings of the concepts and terms we use both as inter-
viewer and participant are not taken for granted. During my research, 
a sizable portion of each interview was spent asking for clarification, 
for a fuller description, and interactively engaging to establish a de-
gree of understanding we both shared.  
 
As Dwyer (2009) explains, the division between insider-researcher 
and outsider-researcher is a false dualism. In many ways, we will al-
ways be part insider and outsider. In my case, for example, while I re-
flect on my outsider status in Sweden, I also consider my insider sta-
tus as a former academic advisor to students similar to those I am re-
searching in Sweden, albeit in the U.S. Having spent over five years 
advising and teaching university students prior to becoming a PhD 
student in Sweden, I have had to guard against the overuse of my pro-
fessional memory and assumptions that I have stored. Bell and Nutt 
(2012) discuss the importance of reflecting on this practitioner-re-
searcher mentality and make several suggestions on how to balance 
any lingering divided loyalties.  
 
Bell and Nutt (2012) discuss their experiences working in the health-
care field while also conducting related research. The challenges in 
those situations are more considerable as they are governed by both 
research ethics and the codes of practice in their field. In my case, I 
was no longer serving as a higher education practitioner; however, I 
found an urge to put my academic advising and career guidance “hat” 
on. In some instances, I recognized the impact of my previous practice 
by the manner in which I communicated with the students. In several 
cases, I shared resources with students at the end of the interview, 
feeling a dual loyalty to be both an “objective” outsider but feeling in-
grained professional responsibility to help.  
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My practitioner-researcher mind as I describe it also plays a role in 
some assumptions about student experiences. After five years of meet-
ing with thousands of students, I was able to analyze situations more 
quickly than when I first started. This was a natural process of almost 
learning to “diagnose,” a skill based on practice-- practice that was 
both contextually and culturally situated far outside of Sweden. While 
the student’s stories aligned directly to that of my students in the U.S., 
I have made consistent efforts to distance myself from those assump-
tions while still seeing my practitioner experience as a vital skill I 
bring to this research.  
 
A strategy I have taken is to seek frequent feedback from my supervi-
sors that challenge my assumptions on a number of levels: contextual, 
cultural, practitioner, etc. At each stage of the construction of the nar-
ratives, we met for several hours reviewing the interviews and dis-
cussing my crafting of the narratives. There have been several times 
where my assumptions were misguided. An example of this is when 
an older student was talking about how her husband’s pension was 
significantly larger than hers. I initially assumed, based on my experi-
ence in the U.S., that she was doing so in a competitive fashion. Upon 
review with my supervisors, this contextual and cultural assumption 
was misguided. In actuality, the student was focused on the size of her 
husband’s pension because if something were to happen to her hus-
band, she would be left to survive only on her pension. This is a real-
ity to which I have never been exposed, as the typical married individ-
ual in the U.S. obtains the remaining pension funds after their partner 
passes away. Thus, this on-going reflection process has been interac-
tive and important.  

6.2.5. Uncovering clusters of meaning 
The fifth turn “involves making sense of the narratives and delving 
deeper to identify phrases and reveal clusters of meaning” (Naidoo, 
2018). This also requires “establishing similarities, contradictions, and 
making comparisons” (Naidoo, 2018). I did this in three steps during 
this stage of my narrative research process.  
 
First, I created educational trajectory maps to depict the participation 
and non-participation of the students within formal education across 
time. Second, I reviewed interview transcripts and constructed a narra-
tive for each of the students, detailing their experiences using their 
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words and descriptions within a narrative flow. Finally, I analyzed the 
constructed narratives for themes and patterns. The results of all three 
analyses provide a rich holistic depiction of the experiences these stu-
dents had prior to and upon entering higher education. 

6.2.5.1. Trajectory maps and narratives 
After conducting the eleven interviews, it became clear that many stu-
dents in my sample did not have a direct path through the Swedish up-
per-secondary system or into higher education. The diversity of lived 
experience can be analyzed by mapping the different chronology of 
experiences. Instead of seeing this as the main source of analysis, I 
consider this mapping to be a supplementary visual tool to help myself 
and others understand the lived experiences of the students in my 
study. 
 
I mapped the educational trajectories of each student by creating a line 
graph divided by a vertical axis indicating participation or non-partici-
pation in formal education. The emphasis in these maps is not to pro-
vide a scientifically accurate representation of the amount of time 
within and outside of the system, but rather to provide a glimpse into 
how the students described their often messy trajectory towards higher 
education. Thus, the amounts of time depicted are estimates the stu-
dents made while constructing their narrative, which in this study is 
equally valid.  
 
Other methods of life course mapping focus more on the accuracy of 
such map depiction; however, I chose to pursue a more general map-
ping technique, similar to the journey plots used by McAlpine (2016). 
McAlpine (2016) used a similar chronological map but divided the 
vertical axis between emotional highs and emotional lows. In contrast 
to my research, she had the students she interviewed draw their own 
journey plots during the interview. I, instead, relied on the specific 
chronologically oriented questions to enable me to create a trajectory 
map based on their narratives. The results are similar in providing a 
visual depiction of a journey or trajectory that allows for comparison.  
 
My overall goals for this portion of my research were to gain both an 
in-depth understanding of the eleven different micro-level experiences 
these students have and a wider understanding of how, taken together, 
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their experiences reflect macro-level conditions shaping student trajec-
tories in Sweden. To do so, I re-storied narratives for each of the stu-
dents in order to help myself, and the readers, make sense of their ex-
periences (Creswell, 2018). As Creswell (2018) indicates, a major 
goal of narrative research is to use data in a way that depicts a story 
with a beginning, middle, and an end. The manner in which I struc-
tured the interviews allowed for a smooth development of narratives 
that flowed this way. Each narrative begins with the students reflect-
ing on their experiences during upper-secondary education, followed 
by between upper-secondary and the higher education experiences, 
and finally their first experiences in the university. 
   
The student narratives are thus co-produced by myself and the stu-
dents I was fortunate to interview. As I maintain a constructivist per-
spective, I acknowledge that my role of researcher was not passive in 
the formation of these narratives. Both in the shaping of the questions, 
conversation, transcription, and re-storied narratives, I actively con-
tributed to their formation. With this being said, my role in the con-
struction of their narratives was primarily that of editor. In order to al-
low myself and the wider audience to make sense of their stories, I 
have provided a narrative structure and have added contextual insights 
alongside their own words.  
 
Narratives that are constructed in this research reflect the perceptions 
and memories of students. To gain a fuller picture of their experience 
and the structure with which they interact, additional forms of data 
and analysis could have been pursued. I have decided to focus primar-
ily on the experience as students describe and thus the findings reflect 
a limited perspective into the phenomena. Hopefully, future research 
will be conducted that also highlights the perspectives of other influ-
ential actors such as parents, significant others, and career guidance 
practitioners. Their additional perspectives could add to the discussion 
but is beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
 
A challenge when conducting qualitative research, and narrative in 
particular, is deciding what content is most critical to use when shar-
ing the experiences of your participants. In order to provide a rela-
tively concise narrative for each of these students, elements of their 
stories were omitted. After I constructed each narrative, I reviewed 
and compared the content within the transcript and narrative to ensure 
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a sense of coherence between the two. The resulting narratives repre-
sent my earnest attempt to represent the key elements of each stu-
dent’s experience in a structured narrative form. 
 
The process of constructing narratives in this study serves as an ele-
ment of data collection/construction, analysis, and the findings. The 
process of constructing narratives is in itself a product of thematic 
analysis where key themes are raised in narrative form (Clandinin, 
2016). Importantly, I have made every effort to do so by including the 
student’s own voice as I tell their story. The goal is to provide a cohe-
sive individual narrative of each student’s experience while providing 
a comparative structure along all eleven of the narratives.  

6.2.6. Theoretical connectivity and coherence 
The sixth circle or turn involves “making logical connections with lit-
erature and theoretical constructs” (Naidoo, 2018). First, I reread all 
narratives multiple times and coded narratives using MaxQDA to pull 
out additional themes for discussion (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Second, 
I reviewed the narratives as well as the coded themes to draw connec-
tions with theory and earlier research. The three elements of experi-
ence highlighted within narrative inquiry (Clandinin, 2016), temporal-
ity, place, and sociality, were used to focus the analysis. Throughout 
the discussion, I address these three interactive and connected ele-
ments.  
 
Temporality refers to the experience of time and historical conditions. 
The importance of temporality within narrative research “points in-
quirers toward the past, present, and future of people, places, things, 
and events under study” (Clandinin, 2016, p. 39). Here I am inspired 
by the research I present on Swedish history (chapter 2) as well as the 
Swedish educational system (chapter 3). Temporality is not fixed by 
geography, particularly not in late modernity. Therefore, I also con-
sider the wider roles time and history play in shaping experience. Nar-
ratives in my dissertation are not simply students describing their cur-
rent interactions within the current time-period, but also the past. Gid-
dens’ (1990, 1991) theoretical insights on late modernity serve as a 
tool for grasping the wider historical developments that shape society, 
particularly those occurring in relation to globalization and technolog-
ical changes in the early 1990’s. In addition, I draw added insight on 
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temporality from later research related to late modernity, including 
current research addressing surveillance capitalism (Zuboff, 2019).  
 
People, place, and story are intricately linked (Clandinin, 2016). Place 
refers to the concrete geographic contexts in which experience occurs. 
My consideration of place is largely inspired by the work on the Swe-
dish educational system as well as Swedish culture that I detail in 
chapters two and three of this dissertation. Understanding the experi-
ence of place in these students’ experience requires me to reflect on 
the educational system they encounter. Coupling research from within 
Sweden with previous research on educational trajectories in Europe 
(Walther et al., 2016a) and the concept of transition regime helps me 
further grasp the aspect of place in student experience. Students in this 
research also enter, exit, and reenter a variety of educational places 
within the Swedish context. These contexts as well as the places stu-
dents in my study have lived and to which they have strong connec-
tions, are also important to consider. 
 
Sociality involves both personal conditions (emotions, demographics, 
and motivations) and social conditions (cultural, social, institutional, 
familial, and linguistic) that shape and are shaped by experience 
(Clandinin, 2016). In particular, I focus on the process of interactions 
individuals have with others in society as well as cultural dynamics. 
Here I rely on three theories. First, grasping the interactions students 
describe with the state, and/or service providers the state pays, I utilize 
Giddens’ structuration theory (1984). This serves as a grand theory 
that I lean on to understand the complex interaction between agency 
and social structure that shape and are shaped by each other. Educa-
tional trajectories involve a multitude of interactions, decisions, and 
transitions between social structures and agents. Giddens (1984) sug-
gests that these students are neither fully free nor fully constrained 
while traveling along their trajectories.  
 
Second, careership theory (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997) plays a sig-
nificant role in my analysis and discussion of these narratives. Like 
Giddens’ theory (1984), careership (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997) sug-
gests that academic and career decisions are complex interactions be-
tween agency and social structures that shape each other. Careership 
particularly emphasizes the dynamic role culture plays within educa-
tional and career decisions. They borrow the concept of habitus from 
Bourdieu (1977) and suggest that it is misleading to suggest decisions 
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are fully agentic or fully determined. Notions they highlight within 
their theory such as pragmatically rational decision making, horizons 
for action, and interactions with education and career fields are partic-
ularly helpful when analyzing narratives of educational trajectories in-
volving a multitude of decisions, actors, and influences.  
 
Third, the role students’ and their family’s beliefs may play in shaping 
trajectories calls for me to return to social cognitive theory (Bandura, 
2001), which suggests that self-beliefs and encounters with collective 
beliefs also shape experience. In my view, an educational trajectory is 
built not only from self-beliefs but the collective beliefs one is ex-
posed to and with which one interacts. This notion has not been ex-
plored thoroughly in earlier research but may connect with the concept 
of habitus as described within careership. Thus, social cognitive the-
ory also informs the analysis of the narratives.  

6.2.7. Narrative insight and clarity 
The final circle or turn results in “wisdom, deeper meaning, and clar-
ity about the topic or area of concern…thesis or performance is finally 
released into the public domain” (Naidoo, 2018). Providing narrative 
insight and clarity is a goal that begs the question: Who is your audi-
ence? I have spent a lot of time considering the potential audience for 
my dissertation work. I have determined that this text is both written 
for a variety of actors within Swedish society and for an international 
audience.  
 
I have taken steps to try to use international terminology and describe 
in rich detail the context in which my study has taken place. Likewise, 
I have reflected upon my inherent biases that may shape the very de-
scriptions I provide. No matter how hard I attempt to provide an inter-
national perspective in this study, my writing reflects my personal 
context, namely the U.S. Simply put, when I have written to com-
municate with an international audience, I likely have made assump-
tions that have been flavored by my Americanness. To help address 
this, I have relied on critical feedback from my supervisors as well as 
international researchers within a number of research seminars I have 
attended over the years: Swedish Higher Education Research Network 
(SHERN), Adult Learning Research Seminar, and the Career Guid-
ance Research Seminar.  
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An added challenge narrative researchers face has to do with deter-
mining the structure in which the narratives should be presented to the 
audience. This refers to many factors including the length and organi-
zation of the presented narratives (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This is of-
ten intricately linked with space limitations imposed by publishers as 
well as maintaining a degree of readability.  
 
As I see it there are two main options, both of which have research 
and ethical consequences. The first option involves a large scale con-
densing of and/or combining of narratives, often limiting the voice of 
narrative participants. This option seems to be a natural requirement 
for narrative researchers who want to publish their work within aca-
demic journals and is thus common. The second option involves 
largely maintaining the breadth and depth of individual narratives 
while attempting to draw connections within and between narratives 
through additional inter-narrative and/or extra-narrative discussion. 
This option seems to be a reality mostly outside of the world of aca-
demic journals and takes place mostly within theses and books.  
 
Narrative researchers who choose to publish their research within aca-
demic journals or other length constrained outlets use several strate-
gies. Some choose to shorten, summarize, or only present a portion of 
narratives in the form of quotations. These researchers also often 
choose to present a multitude of narrative voices or testimonies at the 
same time and/or organize these narrative excerpts thematically. An 
additional strategy used by some is to combine the narratives of multi-
ple individuals into one fictional voice, which aims to represent the 
narratives of a type of individuals.  
 
I have chosen against this option for a number of reasons. First, I be-
lieve it contradicts my holistic transactional constructivist perspective. 
By significantly shortening these student narratives, the audience will 
be unable to grasp the complexity these students experience within 
Sweden. I also think that by including these eleven narratives, I will 
also contribute to future pedagogical, policy, research, and practitioner 
discussions where they can be used. 
 
Choosing to provide lengthy embedded narratives within this disserta-
tion could potentially pose the risk of making the text less friendly for 
the reader. Some may argue that the amount of detail and the length of 
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the narratives is unnecessary and suggest a short description of com-
mon themes would suffice. I am aware of this but argue that the com-
plexity and rich description of each of these students’ educational tra-
jectories is critical to fulfill the aims of this dissertation as well as my 
strong belief that a simplistic view of their trajectories would not be 
fair to the participants.  
 
Finally, I review each narrative and find themes within each of the 
narrative groupings (traditional, first-generation university, older, and 
students with disabilities). I develop a summary for each of these 
groups in which themes are highlighted and discussed. Finally, a 
wider presentation of findings and discussion of all narrative findings 
is presented.  

 Theory development 
Lastly, the abductive process I take part in results in the development 
of new theory. As opposed to fully inductive theoretical generation 
such as grounded theory, abductive approaches such as systematic 
combining “builds more on refinement of existing theories than on in-
venting new ones…” from scratch (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, p. 559). 
Whereas induction focuses on theory generation, abduction focuses on 
theory development.  
 
In the last step of my research in this dissertation I abductively use 
earlier research, theory, and my findings to develop a concept and the-
ory. I suggest adaptations to Berggren and Trägårdh’s (2015) theory 
of statist individualism (2015) by incorporating Bandura’s (2000, 
2012) concepts of self and collective efficacy as well as notions of 
culture from careership theory (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997). I argue 
that the key Swedish relationship they present, between the state and 
individual, is not reflective of the experience students have in this case 
study. Therefore, I develop a new theory by adapting their theory of 
statist individualism in relation to the results from my case study, my 
review of sociocultural Swedish history, the structure of the Swedish 
education system, previous empirical findings, and other theory.  
 
I present a synthesized discussion in chapter 9 of this dissertation 
where I describe and present the theory developed from my abductive 
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analysis. First, I connect my findings and discussions of my quantita-
tive study on self-efficacy and the qualitative study on educational tra-
jectories. Second, I draw connections between my findings and my re-
view of Swedish sociocultural history and the structure of the educa-
tion system. Using insights from my findings, the historical and edu-
cational context, and earlier research leads me to develop a new 
concept, which I detail in chapter 9.  
 
Using the new concept, I then use a variety of previously described 
concepts to outline a new theory. To develop this theory, I systemati-
cally combine findings, theory, and previous research with my origi-
nal concept. Berggren and Trägårdh’s (2015) model of statist individ-
ualism serves as a template for a new theoretical model that I suggest 
best depicts the present situation that students interact and move 
through. I utilize concepts from research on educational trajectories 
(transition regime, governance, and the life course), social cognitive 
theory (self-efficacy and collective efficacy), careership theory (cul-
ture), and research on the current structure of the Swedish education 
system.  
 
I present this new theory in chapter 9 and discuss how it can be used 
within the Swedish context but also how it reflects other contexts. As I 
have said before, the Swedish context in this research is both uniquely 
Swedish and inherently international as it connects to broader tem-
poral conditions shaping the world. This theory, like all theories, is a 
part of an ongoing process that is research and the pursuit of 
knowledge. Therefore, I do not present this theory as static.  

 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have described my abductive research approach and 
my mixed methods design. I detailed how I use a quantitative survey 
to measure self-efficacy and qualitative narrative interviews to gain 
insight into the experiences students have had along their trajectory 
into higher education. Findings from both were used to compliment 
each other and provide for a deeper understanding of the phenomena. 
Subsequently, I use these findings, previous research, and theory to 
abductively generate a new theory.  
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In this chapter, I also described the many ways in which, during my 
research, I have reflected about my roles as both an insider-researcher 
(having experience in higher education and career guidance) and 
outsider-researcher (having limited experience within the Swedish 
context). Throughout this research, I have taken steps to ensure my 
research is ethical and that the rights of my participants are ensured. In 
the next chapter, I will detail the findings and discussion of the 
quantitative survey on self-efficacy.  
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7. Self-efficacy in higher education: findings 
and discussion 

In this chapter, I present the findings and discussion of the quantitative 
portion of my mixed methods study. These results contribute to stud-
ies of higher education student self-efficacy by addressing gaps in the 
literature. First, this study focuses on two forms of self-efficacy: aca-
demic self-efficacy and career decision making self-efficacy. Second, 
students within the present case-study come from a large variety of 
disciplines and vary in age and time spent within the university. Third, 
this study involves many students who are targets of widening partici-
pation efforts within Sweden (Swedish Council for Higher Education, 
2016) and internationally (J. Harvey, Scott, & Rayfield, 2003).  
 
As discussed in more detail in chapter 6, by using a psychosocial sur-
vey of self-efficacy beliefs I aim to explore and compare academic 
self-efficacy and career decision making self-efficacy among students 
enrolled in the introduction to university learning course. I present the 
following research question to address these aims: among students in 
an introduction to university learning course, what is the relationship 
between career-decision making self-efficacy and academic skills self-
efficacy beliefs? 

 Overview of methods and analyses  
In chapter 6, I provide a detailed explanation of the methods used and 
analyses conducted with this portion of my research. For a more de-
tailed explanation, see chapter 6. Quantitative analyses in this study 
were conducted using SPSS in three ways: correlational, cluster, and 
descriptive. I found a statistically significant correlation between the 
two self-efficacy constructs, indicating a strong positive linear rela-
tionship between the academic and career self-efficacy measures 
(Pearson coefficient: .657 pvalue = 0.001).  
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Because the two constructs were correlated, I chose to divide the stu-
dents based on their level of self-efficacy on both scales. I conducted 
cluster analysis and found three self-efficacy clusters: a low self-effi-
cacy (SE) cluster including 27% of participants (n = 17), a mid SE 
cluster including 48% of participants (n = 30), and a high SE cluster 
made up 24% of participants (n = 15). Lastly, I conducted descriptive 
analyses in order to compare student demographics in relation to clus-
ter membership.  

 Findings 
Within the survey, I asked participants to indicate their gender, age, 
whether they had chosen an academic program to pursue, years spent 
in higher education (HE), and academic discipline. Table 4 displays 
the student demographics in relation to their self-efficacy (SE) cluster 
membership (low, mid, or high SE).  
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Table 4  Student demographics by self-efficacy clusters 

 

 
Out of the 75 students enrolled in the course, 62 students chose to par-
ticipate. The majority of the students were female (56%) whereas 43% 
were male, and 2% chose not to disclose. Student ages varied, with 

  

Self-efficacy clusters 
  

Low SE Mid SE High SE 
  

Count 
Row 
n% 

Clus-
ter n 
% Count 

Row 
n % 

Clus-
ter n 
% Count 

Row 
n % 

Clus-
ter n 
% 

Total 
Count 

Total 
% 

Gender Male 10 38% 59% 10 38% 33% 6 23% 40% 26 42% 

Female 6 18% 35% 19 56% 63% 9 26% 60% 34 55% 

Chose not 
to dis-
close 

1 50% 6% 1 50% 3% 0 0% 0% 2 3% 

             

Age group 19-24 8 33% 47% 12 50% 40% 4 17% 27% 24 39% 

25-34 6 24% 35% 12 48% 40% 7 28% 47% 25 40% 

35 and 
older 

3 23% 18% 6 46% 20% 4 31% 27% 13 21% 

             

Decided on 
program of 
study 

Yes 8 17% 47% 24 52% 80% 14 30% 93% 46 74% 

            

No 9 56% 53% 6 38% 20% 1 6% 7% 16 26% 

             

Years in 
Higher edu 

Less than 
1 year 

13 36% 76% 18 50% 60% 5 14% 33% 36 58% 

            

1-2 years 2 12% 12% 9 53% 30% 6 35% 40% 17 27% 

            

3 or more 
years 

2 22% 12% 3 33% 10% 4 44% 27% 9 15% 

             

Academic 
discipline 

Natural, 
medical, 
and ap-
plied sci-
ences 

2 17% 12% 7 58% 23% 3 25% 20% 12 19% 

            

Social 
sciences 

4 16% 24% 13 52% 43% 8 32% 53% 25 59.7% 

            

Business 2 22% 12% 4 44% 13% 3 33% 20% 9 15% 

            

Unde-
cided 

9 56% 53% 6 38% 20% 1 6% 7% 16 26% 
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39% of students being between 19 and 24 years old, 40% of students 
25 to 34 years old, 21% 35 and older, 5% 42 to 50 years old, and 1.7% 
51 to 59 years old. The majority of participants in this study were 25 
years or older, which may suggest they either spent some time away 
from formal schooling or have been within the higher education sys-
tem for more than three years, the minimum amount of years a bache-
lor’s degree requires in Sweden.  
 
Students within this study came from a variety of disciplines. The 
largest discipline represented in this study was social sciences with 
40.3% (n = 25). Likewise, studies, particularly in the European con-
text, have often not investigated higher education students who iden-
tify as undecided. In this study, 26% of students (n = 16) identified as 
undecided. Further, of the students who had chosen an academic pro-
gram, 26% (16) indicated that they may change their current academic 
course of study in the future. 

 Discussion 
Cluster analysis was used to divide students into three different groups 
based on their levels on both self-efficacy measures. I found that 
males, younger students, students within their first year of studies, and 
those who had not decided on an academic program were more heav-
ily clustered in the low SE cluster.  

 
The present case-study is the only one I have found where more male 
students held lower academic self-efficacy and career decision making 
self-efficacy than females. Previous studies have been particularly 
mixed in regard to gender having an impact on higher education stu-
dent self-efficacy. Earlier research on career decision making self-effi-
cacy in particular suggested that females tended to have lower levels 
of the measure in regards to tasks and subjects that have been male-
dominated (Hackett & Betz, 1981; Swanson & Woitke, 1997). Other 
studies have not found significant differences between genders in re-
gards to self-efficacy in students between 19-22 but some difference 
with students older than 23 (Huang, 2013).  
 
First-year students who most likely entered higher education shortly 
after completing secondary education were more often members of the 
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low or mid SE clusters. This suggests that they have yet to have op-
portunities to encounter and build self-efficacy specific to the higher 
education experience. The timing of self-efficacy measurement mat-
ters (Gore, 2006), and it is important to consider that students within 
this study had varying amounts of time and experience within higher 
education. Social cognitive theory (2001) (SCT) indicates that self-ef-
ficacy development depends on the opportunities individuals have had 
to build confidence in the particular context and with the specific tasks 
(Bandura, 1997). Thus, the findings that first-year students held lower 
levels of self-efficacy is consistent with SCT and previous findings 
(Honicke & Broadbent, 2016).  
 
One possible distinguishing factor between first-year students in mid 
and low SE is whether they had decided on an academic program of 
study or not with the majority of low SE having not decided, whereas 
the majority of mid SE had. This suggests that as students develop a 
stronger sense of identity, and determine their academic program 
through self-reflection and exploration, they become more confident 
and their beliefs about their academic and career abilities improve. 
Previous research related to career decision making self-efficacy and 
career indecision aligns with these findings (Bullock-Yowell, 
McConnell, & Schedin, 2014; Peterson, 1993; Taylor & Betz, 1983).  
 
Likewise, as students who were older held higher levels of SE in this 
study, it may indicate that more time to experience and manage life 
may positively shape these measures of SE. Younger students may be 
experiencing a developmental transition towards independent living 
more so than older students who may have had more time and experi-
ence building confidence in self-management. Previous studies have 
found older non-traditional students who hold higher levels of self-ef-
ficacy tend to have higher motivation, stronger study skills, and better 
time management (Justice & Dornan, 2001). 

 Conclusion  
Measures of academic and career decision making self-efficacy corre-
lated and subsequent cluster analysis identified three groups of stu-
dents based on their self-efficacy levels on both measures. Younger, 
male, first-year, and undecided students were more heavily clustered 
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within the lower self-efficacy groups. Previous studies have found 
younger, first-year, and undecided students to have lower levels of 
self-efficacy, but future studies should further explore gender in rela-
tion to lower levels of self-efficacy, as previous findings have been 
mixed. These findings suggest that for higher education to better sup-
port students and boost success rates, efforts must be made to help stu-
dents build both academic and career self-efficacy while in higher ed-
ucation. These efforts should consider incorporating academic and ca-
reer skill development.  
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8. Narrative trajectories: findings and 
discussion 

In this chapter, I present the findings and discussion related to the nar-
rative interviews with students in this case study. Eleven students 
were interviewed, and I have divided them into four groups based on 
their demographics and trajectories into higher education. Several stu-
dents could fit into more than one grouping, but I have chosen to place 
them into only one group for organizational purposes. Regardless, I 
present their narratives holistically and include the details that would 
also place them within another grouping. Further, where appropriate, I 
reference their narratives within more than one grouping.  
 
The first group, traditional students, includes two students who are 
younger and entered higher education within five years of graduating 
from upper-secondary education. The second group, first-generation 
university students, includes students whose parents did not enroll in 
higher education, thus making them part of their family’s first genera-
tion to attend. The third group, older students, are above the age of 
thirty and have enrolled in higher education after spending a long pe-
riod of time outside of the education system. The final group, students 
with disabilities, are students who self-disclosed (without prompting) 
that they have a physical, cognitive, or emotional disability that has 
significantly impacted their education. Table 5 displays the eleven stu-
dents, their ages, areas of study, and the narrative group I have placed 
them in. 
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Table 5 Participating student information and narrative groupings 

Name Age Area of study Narrative group 
Johanna 
 

21 Speech therapy Traditional students 

Dora 21 Human geogra-
phy 

Traditional students 

Adil 
 
 

20 Undecided First-generation university stu-
dents 

Hannes 
 
 

27 Political science First-generation university stu-
dents 

Karin 40 Nursing First-generation university stu-
dents 

Eva 
 

42 Education Older students 

Elsa 37 Occupational 
therapy 

Older students 

Maya 
 

36 Education Older students 

Anna 26 Social  
anthropology 

Students with disabilities 

Ragnar 
 

27 Nursing Students with disabilities 

Astrid 19 Art education Students with disabilities 
 
I will now present each narrative group, the corresponding individual 
student narratives and trajectory maps, and a summary of the findings 
from within the narrative group. As mentioned in chapter 5, the narra-
tives themselves are findings. After I present these findings, I will 
then discuss and connect the findings with earlier research and theory.  

 Traditional students 
The following two narratives are with younger students who entered 
higher education without a lengthy delay (less than five years since 
graduation from upper-secondary). Despite resembling students of a 
more traditional age, both students made changes that impacted their 
entry and progression in higher education. Their stories, nonetheless, 
represent a more traditional path and timeline into higher education. 
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8.1.1. Johanna 
 
“I was barely aware of my decision” 

 
Figure 23 Johanna's educational trajectory from upper-secondary into 
higher education (participation and non-participation in the formal ed-
ucation system)  
 
Johanna is a 21-year-old first-year speech and language therapy stu-
dent who described her trajectory into higher education to me. Jo-
hanna grew up in Stockholm with her mother and older sister. Johan-
na's mother is Swedish and attended higher education later in life and 
earned a degree that enables her to teach art to children. Her father is 
Danish and did not attend formal higher education but took some vo-
cational painting courses at a private institute. Her father has spent a 
large part of his adult life unemployed but is now retired.  
 
Early in Johanna's educational career she began to struggle with math-
ematics: "I did quite well in languages and social studies but when it 
came to math, I would fail almost every test." Johanna always liked 
natural sciences, although they often were coupled with mathematics. 
This negative experience with mathematics contributed to her choice 
of a social science focused program during upper-secondary. 
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Overall, Johanna's experience choosing a school to attend for upper-
secondary was "terrible, I was barely aware of my decision." Initially 
she was motivated to look at programs not related to the natural sci-
ences because of the math content: "I picked social studies because I 
did so bad in math, which I came to regret because I became quite 
good in math."  
 
The process of choosing a program and upper-secondary school was 
nerve-racking for Johanna. She felt that she was not given much sup-
port from the school system regarding exploration and advising. She 
wished her teachers were more engaged in the process: "they just had 
the visiting day and other than that the teachers were not really that 
bothered." She yearned for some direct guidance: "I kind of wanted to 
have some sort of guidance from someone, but you had to book an ap-
pointment and they didn't really help that much." Because her grades 
were ok, the school’s career guidance practitioner "just said I could 
apply for whatever I liked, but I don't know what I like!"  
 
Johanna only met with the career guidance practitioner once before 
she was to decide. She felt that it was not helpful because the advice 
was that she could choose anything based on her grades. Once the 
grades discussion had been had, Johanna says the counselor then 
asked her about her interests: "the thing is I get interested in almost 
anything I do as long as I feel I can do something with it...it's hard for 
me to answer that question because I am interested in everything." Jo-
hanna felt like the counselor just asked her questions and did not give 
her much advice beyond “go do it yourself!" 
  
Schools arrange days where "they hire big rooms and they have post-
ers and people from the school you can talk to." Johanna met with a 
representative of a school there and applied to it with the intention of 
completing a psychology focused program: "I got in, even though I re-
ally hadn't given it much thought...it was random almost." Once she 
got her acceptance letter to the program and school, she began to have 
regrets.  
 
Johanna describes her first choice as a "very random decision." Look-
ing back at the process she says making such a decision was "rather 
daunting, to choose something that was going to affect you for the rest 
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of your life, and at that age." Johanna was referring to making this de-
cision at the age of fifteen. Her decision just "sort of happened." She 
described spending little time exploring, researching, discussing, or 
reflecting on her options.  
 
While making this decision, she described reaching out to her mother 
and sister for advice: "I asked my mom and my sister, but I don't know 
if I really listened to what they said." Her sister is eleven years older 
than she, graduated from higher education, and is now a medical doc-
tor. Johanna suggested that her sister is "very good at trying to influ-
ence others' decisions and was always saying 'everyone should be a 
doctor; you should be a doctor too!'" Regardless, Johanna insists that 
influence into her decision making was minimal, although she cites 
her mother’s love for popular science as having opened both her and 
her sister's eyes to science during their childhood.  
 
During the summer after her final year in compulsory school, Johanna 
began to dig deeper into psychology as a subject, and she was not lik-
ing what she found. A chance encounter at a coffee shop with a psy-
chologist led her to read a book about the subject: "he recommended 
this book to me that he had written about psychology, I had hoped it 
was more scientific and would provide direct answers instead of just 
providing hypotheses--which are interesting in their own way, but it 
was not as true or false as I had hoped."        
 
Johanna was surprised by the subject of psychology that she found in 
the book: "I thought it was going to be so cool but then I read it and 
was like um, this is like religion." The program and school she chose 
that primarily revolved around psychology no longer seemed to fit: "I 
got really sad about that, so I called up a principal of another school 
and I asked if I could start there. I sent my grades in, got in, and just 
began there instead."  
 
Throughout her experience in upper-secondary school, Johanna began 
to have regrets about her choice not to pursue natural sciences; how-
ever, the process of changing to a natural science program would have 
been challenging. She would not only have to search for an appropri-
ate program, but she would also have to leave the upper-secondary 
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school she was in and would have to start over. Instead, Johanna de-
cided to stick with the program and school she had started in and grad-
uated.  
 
Like many students in Sweden, her interests eventually shifted away 
from the subject areas around which her upper-secondary program re-
volved. When it came time to plan her next steps, Johanna was deter-
mined to move towards a natural science university program: "I had 
decided about halfway through upper-secondary that it was what I 
wanted to do." The path would not be direct though, as she did not 
have the prerequisites required for immediate entry into natural sci-
ence programs at a university.  
 
Johanna enrolled in komvux, began taking classes, and spent a lot of 
time researching and exploring her academic options in regard to ca-
reer possibilities: "honestly, I was just trying to look at jobs, looking 
at websites and looking at salaries and what you can do. I went 
through job after job after job and sorted it into piles thinking, well 
these may be interesting to spend my life doing." She spent many days 
and nights scouring the internet looking at educational plans, search-
ing for students who were studying the various subjects, and watching 
videos related to the subjects and the career opportunities. She also 
tried to use her network to see if anyone knew anyone studying or 
working in related areas; she leaned particularly heavy on her sister, 
who was well into her medical program at a university.  
 
While exploring, Johanna particularly paid attention to salary: "I didn't 
want salary to affect me too much--I didn't want my decision to be 
based on salary but I did want to take that into consideration." Johanna 
links her drive to explore salaries to childhood experiences and obser-
vations she had of her single mother struggling to provide for her and 
her sister: "I don't know, I don't want to be--I don't know, I grew up 
with a single mom who had a low level job and I wanted to--not nec-
essarily move beyond that too much, not like upper class, but just be 
able to afford rent and be comfortable."  
 
Johanna also yearned for an opportunity to meet with a professional 
who would guide her but not push her into one field or occupation: "I 
was thinking about getting in touch with someone who could sit me 
down and say well have you thought about this. But I didn't. I also 
didn't want to be told what to do either, I wanted suggestions but I was 
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so used to my family members telling me what to do: 'well you should 
be a doctor' 'you should be an electrician' but that is not what I wanted, 
I don't want that experience." At the same time, she both desired ad-
vice and wanted to make her own independent decision. In the end, 
she did not reach out for counseling regarding her university deci-
sions.  
 
While sorting through the piles of academic and career opportunities, 
she considered studying law, but eliminated this option because "I also 
wanted something that I could move about with, let's say you study 
law for example, you are pretty bound by the country in which you are 
certified in." Johanna did not want to be stuck: "I've always just felt 
like I don't want to be stuck in Sweden and have an education that 
only works in Sweden."  
 
Somewhere among the pile of options, Johanna stumbled upon speech 
and language therapy: "I was really not aware of speech and language 
therapy before exploring but I saw the curriculum--just the course 
names and it sounded interesting." At the time she wasn't focused 
much on the job she would have as a speech and language therapist 
and more about the shorter term interest in the coursework: "more like 
the courses that I could take within the program, which I thought was 
providing me with a pretty good foundation because if you are going 
to study for four years then you should be aware of these." Working as 
a speech and language therapist excited her as well: "to be able to 
work with people and feel like you have achieved something and that 
at the end of the day it is something that you are happy with doing."  
 
The transition into higher education has been a scary experience for 
Johanna: "I think it is really, really scary and quite difficult." The dif-
ferences between university learning and upper-secondary have been 
stark: "in upper-secondary you get so much help from the teachers and 
you feel you have support, there are set times and the tasks that you 
get are so well defined. Then at university you are really all on your 
own." She also suggests that asking for help from her mother is not as 
useful related to university issues: "Mom doesn't know how to help 
me with it either, you know the starting dates and when you need to be 
there and it’s just you are kind of expected to figure everything out on 
your own which is something to get used to and is why I'm doing this 
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course." Johanna is referring to the introduction to university learning 
course she is taking. 
 
Johanna signed up for the introduction to university learning course 
after browsing the website for summer course opportunities. Her goal 
was to take a course, any course, to help her get used to studying at a 
university and to build confidence about it, and academic writing in 
particular, prior to starting her program in the autumn. The course on 
university learning fit well as it may play a role in helping reduce her 
fears.  
 
Since beginning to take the summer course, she is not as frightened: 
"it actually hasn't been as difficult as I thought...we also have had ad-
visors come to class and that felt really good, to know that there are 
people like that here for us and they are really nice as well, and we can 
turn to them." Since Johanna is taking the summer course at a univer-
sity other than the one her program will be housed in, she has spent 
time looking for similar support opportunities at her future university: 
"they have librarians that can help you as well there, and that just 
seems so reassuring."  
 
Johanna still has concerns about her choice of program: "sometimes I 
worry that I'll get halfway into it and decide I don't want it anymore 
and I want to do something else. And then what do I do, I've just spent 
two years in a program. Or you know I finish the program and then 
get into a job where I am uncomfortable, and then I feel like I can't go 
back to school because I’ll be financially dependent on this again."  
 
The fear of being stuck in an uncomfortable academic program, ca-
reer, or country is a lingering concern for Johanna. Throughout her 
upper-secondary and university decision making these were present 
and it seems to have shaped her pathway through upper-secondary and 
entry into higher education. She remains hopeful though and feels 
more confident. University so far hasn't "been as difficult as I thought 
it would be...I for some reason expected it to be at a much more diffi-
cult level that I couldn't even fathom, but it's been pretty clear which 
for me is good."  
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8.1.2. Dora 
"the choice was about making a change, and choosing another univer-
sity helps with that” 

 
Figure 24 Dora's educational trajectory from upper-secondary into higher education 
(participation and non-participation in the formal education system) 

 
Dora, a 21-year-old first-year human geography student described her 
trajectory towards higher education to me. Dora began studying in 
higher education at a university about an hour away from home, and 
she had moved to attend the school. The subject she chose to pursue at 
this university was not what she anticipated, and after one term she 
dropped out of the university and moved back home. As she began 
considering a return to university, she chose to take the introduction to 
university learning course during the summer.  
 
Both of Dora’s parents were born in Chile before immigrating to Swe-
den. Her father graduated from law school in Sweden and currently 
works for a government agency. Dora’s mother worked as a caretaker 
for the elderly. Her sister is also a university student studying com-
puter science. According to Dora though, her older sister, by only 
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three years, was mostly responsible for raising her: “I’d actually say 
the person most active in raising me was myself and my sister.” Her 
parents “kind of had their problems when growing up and that caused 
them to focus on themselves and so my sister really raised me 
mostly.”  
 
While choosing the program and upper-secondary school to attend, 
Dora, like Johanna, indicated that she didn’t get much help from 
within the school system via teachers or career guidance practitioners: 
“they kind of just gave us basic information…I don’t think they have 
that much knowledge about it…they will tell you that you will have to 
look up that on the internet.” The experience can be daunting and is 
very lonely: “the research about your options and the kind of pro-
grams you want to go to is all on you to do.” Like Johanna, she also 
leaned on her older sibling who at least had the experience of choos-
ing three years before her; however, Dora insists that she was “clear 
from the beginning, decisions are kind of important to me, I can listen 
to other people but usually I am the one making them.”  
 
For Dora, her decision-making process instinctively revolved around 
her interests. To help direct her towards an appropriate school and 
program: "I looked at all of the kind of subjects that I liked, and the 
programs that had the most of them." Her love for people and subjects 
focused on them led her to choose a school and program that had a 
strong humanities profile. 
 
Unlike many of the other students in this study, her transition and ex-
perience moving through upper-secondary was smooth. She was 
happy with and graduated from the school she chose based on her in-
terests. Her first university experience, however, was different, yet her 
decision-making style was based directly on how she chose her upper-
secondary program.  
 
As with her upper-secondary choice, Dora based her decision largely 
on her interest in human behavior and culture. She also was excited 
about the possibility of going to a university outside of Stockholm, 
where she had studied all of her life. With this, she chose to study an-
thropology at Uppsala University, about an hour north of Stockholm 
by rail.  
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According to Dora, going to a university away from home was about 
embracing adulthood: "I think a lot of people around me also didn't 
want to choose a university in the same town, I thought it would be 
good for me to pick one away because it would add to the experience 
of something new because I think you enter the university and you 
think you are now grown up and that your life is going to start." While 
Dora's choice of subject, anthropology, was a continuation of her up-
per-secondary focus, her choice of university was about change: "the 
choice was about making a change, and choosing another university 
helps with that."  
 
Dora spent one term at Uppsala University where she studied anthro-
pology and lived on her own away from her family for the first time. 
During that term, she learned a lot about herself and grew as a person, 
but the costs associated with living on her own were too much for her 
financially: "it is kind of not worth it, yeah you learn a lot living alone, 
but it is kind of more about the studies, and that needs to be the pri-
mary focus." During that term Dora came to the realization that both 
living away from home and studying anthropology was not what she 
anticipated. At the end of the term she withdrew from the university 
and moved back home to live with her parents.  
 
The next year and a half were a time of exploration for Dora. She felt 
she had made inappropriate decisions and needed time to figure her-
self out and build some confidence before starting again. While she 
was unsure of what her next step would be, she was determined it 
would be to return to higher education: "I really wanted to study, so 
for me it was to take time to figure out what to choose. It was never a 
question. I knew I wanted to go to university and wanted to go back."  
 
During that time off she also struggled to find a job having no previ-
ous experience to market: "finding work is kind of hard, I would have 
loved to work but it was really hard to find, so I really didn't do any-
thing productive during that break." Her belief that she would return 
back to higher education decreased her motivation to find work: 
"when I was supposed to be looking for work, it didn't feel right, I said 
no, I'm not finished yet."  
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Like Johanna, Dora also opened up about being reluctant to ask for 
help even when she could use it: "I'm kind of a shy person so I would-
n't go asking for help or talking to anyone about it, I'm very good at 
doing research on my own." She spent several months doing just that, 
researching programs and careers online by herself.  
 
At that time, Dora knew that anthropology was not right for her, but 
was unsure what else to consider. At first, she explored psychology, 
but was discouraged to find out that the grades required to get into that 
program "were so high, like as high as trying to study to be a doctor." 
This was depressing to her as "I am very interested and would be one 
to do the whole program, but I can't even enter it with the require-
ments." It was frustrating to her to find an option she was interested in 
but was unable to pursue.  
 
After spending several months researching various options related to 
the subjects she enjoyed in upper-secondary, Dora decided to reluc-
tantly go in to see an academic advisor at Stockholm University. This 
was not an easy step for her: "I was kind of nervous, I'm nervous in al-
most all talks, but I sort of expected her to be like here is a list of your 
options, there you go." What she found was different: "she was very 
nice, and she understood the nervousness and the sense of not know-
ing where to go and everything."  
 
During this meeting Dora spoke with the advisor about her interests as 
well as her challenges: "I talked to her about what I liked to do, that I 
liked a lot of research, that I'm very analytical and interested in global 
issues." The advisor asked her questions and gave her several ideas of 
programs that might be interesting to her. One of which was human 
geography, which was also a subject she had been reading about 
online. Compared to anthropology: "geography has a lot more natural 
science in a sense of combining it with human sciences but it is more 
social science.... but I still think anthropology lacked something, and I 
think that is why I chose geography." For Dora, this conversation gave 
her a bit more confidence to see human geography as a viable option.  
 
During that meeting, Dora also mentioned how challenging she found 
academic writing tasks at her first university. The advisor then told her 
about a summer course she could take prior to the autumn term called 
introduction to university learning. Dora knew immediately she 
wanted to take this course: "often students go to the university without 
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knowing things, I think many students actually just stop studying. 'I 
can't do this because I don't know this and this.' And they give up 
without knowing that there are options and help that can help you ex-
ists." Dora's first experience at the university was similar: "I guess 
when you get into a university you are kind of just thrown into every-
thing. You don't feel supported."  
 
Taking time to explore, speak with an academic advisor, and sign up 
for an introduction to university learning course each played a role in 
Dora's re-entry to higher education. Having changed academic pro-
grams and universities, she now feels more confident about her ability 
to succeed. 
 
Interestingly, Dora was at one point very confused about what I meant 
when asking her to compare the two universities she attended. The 
comparison was hard for her because she didn't attach the university 
she attended to her identity at all: "I don't think I have any connection 
to any one university, I think it is more about education and a pro-
gram, and if one university is better at the education, or you have had 
a bad experience at another one, or you feel like it was one, it is al-
ways your choice, it is not like you are connected to it." She held no 
real sense of being a part of the specific university community but 
more of a global definition of being a university student in Sweden. 
 
Going forward, Dora thinks that she is on the right path but still has 
concerns regarding a future career: "I think many people choose to go 
to university because they want a better career and they know that is 
going to be influential." However, she finds herself very much con-
fused in regard to career options: "that's a problem. I don't know what 
I want to work with. I know this is the area that I want to work in, but 
I don't know what the career options are. I know kind of what career 
options exist, but I don't know how to build up to that career." While 
her confidence about her academic choice has increased, she still is 
concerned and confused about what to do in regard to career planning 
and decision making. 
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8.1.3. Summary of traditional student findings 
Johanna and Dora both entered higher education within five years af-
ter finishing upper-secondary. Both discussed receiving little guidance 
and support related to their choice of program and school for upper-
secondary education. At the same time, they both suggested that they 
were reluctant to ask for guidance despite acknowledging a need. This 
pattern of decision-making behavior continued for both when they ex-
plored and made decisions related to higher education. Their overarch-
ing strategy was individual and independent exploration by using 
online resources.  
 
A common thread with these two traditional students was a determina-
tion that they would earn a degree from a university. Their ability to 
smoothly attend one upper-secondary program and school likely con-
tributes to this belief. Research suggests that students with a history of 
educational ruptures have a harder time persisting afterwards 
(Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al., 2016). This also could link to psycho-
logical research that suggests prior experiences related to educational 
success positively shape self-belief and one’s outlook for the future 
(Bandura, 2012; Bean & Eaton, 2001; Wright et al., 2014).  
 
Their self-beliefs were also challenged when they tried to enroll 
within higher education. Johanna's experience of struggling to find the 
best pathway towards a natural science-oriented university program 
challenged her beliefs in herself and her ability to be a successful uni-
versity student. Like many in her situation, her choice of upper-sec-
ondary program and university program did not align.  
 
Likewise, Dora experienced choosing a program and school away 
from home that did not happen to be a good fit. This challenged her 
beliefs in her ability to make the right decisions and perform as a re-
sponsible adult. Both students experienced this feeling of choosing an 
academic program incorrectly, Johanna in upper-secondary and Dora 
in higher education. Despite acknowledging that they both had been 
given limited guidance and support within the system, they both seem 
to have internalized the blame and thus internalized the strategies 
taken to fix it. Both strategically focused their efforts on independent 
autonomous exploration using online information. As Hultgren (2009) 
hints, and I in this dissertation raise, modern exploration online is nei-
ther independent nor autonomous. The nature of surveillance capital-
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ism and educational marketing is such that they very much were inter-
acting with a multitude of actors within a market. As I will suggest 
later, more research needs to be done related to this.  
 
Both students showed a genuine reluctance to use career guidance 
both in upper-secondary education and higher education. Johanna’s 
experience with a career counselor in her past had revolved around her 
grades. Since her grades were acceptable, the counselor really did not 
have too much more to help with other than encouraging her to do her 
own independent research online. Johanna was frustrated by this and 
longed to talk to someone more about her interests and figuring out 
what she wanted to do but anticipated the response would be the same: 
go explore on your own, figure it out yourself, your grades are fine. 
Dora also was very reluctant to see a career counselor at a university 
for similar reasons, associated with her previous experience and 
knowledge of career guidance in school: “I sort of expected her to be 
like, here is a list of your options, there you go.” Dora was surprised 
to find that the counselor at the university did not do that and spent 
time with her discussing interests and opportunities.  
 
Their experiences also seem to reflect an awareness of their socioeco-
nomic roots as well as their experience having at least one parent who 
was not born in Sweden and/or growing up in a single parent house-
hold. The experience of having parents who had to struggle to make 
ends meet despite financial and/or immigration related challenges 
seems to have also instilled in them a sense of responsibility to com-
plete higher education. This responsibility was also fostered through 
the interactions they had with their family members. Finances also 
played a role in both of their academic and career decisions, possibly 
best illustrated by Johanna: “…I grew up with a single mom who was 
in a low level job and I wanted to—not necessarily move beyond that 
too much, not like upper class, but just be able to afford rent and be 
comfortable.”  
 
Both of these students spent an extended amount of time exploring 
their options prior to deciding on a new pathway. The challenge was 
twofold: being able to academically complete the requirements but 
also making an appropriate decision in relation to their goals and per-
sonal interests. Grades served as a limiting factor in both of their nar-
ratives. With Johanna, it limited her exploration and career guidance 
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because her grades were good enough. In other words, the conversa-
tion with the counselor revolved around grades, and since they were 
fine, he or she did not have much more guidance to give other than ex-
plore on your own. At the other end of the spectrum, Dora felt limited 
because her grades were not high enough for admission into psychol-
ogy higher education programs. As they transitioned into the univer-
sity, they both found the introduction to university learning course as 
an opportunity to prepare for their success in higher education and as a 
mechanism for strengthening their skills but, maybe even more im-
portantly, building confidence in their abilities. 

 First-generation university students 
First-generation university students are defined by  having parents 
who did not attend higher education (Ward et al., 2012). Research on 
first-generation university students is extensive and highlights many 
unique challenges (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Hope, 2014; Northedge, 
2010; Pascarella et al., 2005). I spoke with three students who were 
part of their family’s first-generation to enter higher education: Adil, 
Hannes, and Karin. These are their narratives.  
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8.2.1. Adil 
“I was on my own. Full stop.” 

 
Figure 25 Adil’s educational trajectory from upper-secondary into higher education 
(participation and non-participation in the formal education system) 

 

Adil, a 20-year-old first-year student shared his bumpy trajectory 
through Swedish education during our interview. Adil’s father immi-
grated to Sweden from Turkey as a young adult and eventually met 
and married Adil’s mother, a Swedish citizen. Adil’s father dropped 
out of school in Turkey when he was 11 years old while his mother 
graduated from an upper-secondary school in Sweden. Neither of his 
parents pursued higher education. His father works for the post-office 
while his mother has been unemployed for over 10 years.  
 
Adil struggled throughout his educational experience to just make it 
through compulsory school. In fact, unlike the majority of the students 
interviewed, Adil dismissed the idea that he actually was able to 
choose an upper-secondary school: “I didn’t choose actually, I was 
one of the kids who didn’t pick an upper-secondary school.” Accord-
ing to Adil, he was one of the many students who, for various reasons, 
was not engaged in the choice process. At the time, he was focused on 
simply passing the remaining subjects in compulsory school in the 



 

 

 184 

first place. The idea of choosing a school was not a reality for him: “I 
had such bad grades in compulsory school that I really couldn’t 
choose, and I didn’t look into the opportunities.”  
 
When Adil did pass the final subjects, he says his choice was made for 
him by the municipality. For students like him, he explained, there 
was no choice to be made. In his case, the municipality placed him in 
a municipality school that had a reputation for being a school of last 
resort, one full of students who, like him, did not make a choice. To 
make matters worse, the school was located far away from his home, 
adding a lengthy commute to his schedule. It was not, however, that 
Adil did not have ideas about which school he would like to attend 
had he been able to make a choice. Had he been in the position to 
make a choice, he would have attended one of the many elite intercity 
schools his friends attended. “I actually wanted to attend the same 
schools of course both because of my friends but also because they are 
really good schools.” This was not in the cards for him though, and he 
quickly found himself challenged to survive at his assigned school.  
 
Adil initially entered his assigned school with hope that, unlike his fa-
ther, he would graduate from upper-secondary education. What he en-
countered was anything but conducive to learning. Adil painted a pic-
ture of chaos when describing the school to which he was assigned. 
The environment was toxic: “people were just not nice to each other, 
people were fighting in the halls, bullying, bullies were dominating, 
people never said hi to each other, instead talked shit about each 
other.” The conditions were not much better inside the classrooms 
where he explained that unmotivated teachers were tasked to work 
with students with “backgrounds such as mine who have parents who 
have no idea about how to be motivated in school and such.”  The re-
sult was a school where “it was impossible to finish a course, totally 
impossible.” Few made it through: “maybe two out of five in my class 
finished the course, everyone else failed.”   
 
After one year at his assigned upper-secondary school, at the age of 
sixteen, Adil made the decision to drop out of school. It was a deci-
sion he says he made on his own, without external influence. He was 
alone when making this decision and throughout his educational expe-
rience: “I was pretty much on my own, I was on my own. Full stop.” 
The lack of support from his family related to his education pursuits 
particularly weighed on him. At the end of that academic year Adil 
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was isolated: “I had no support, no academic support from my family 
or my friends or that kind of stuff. As I said, I was studying at a very 
distant place, it is kind of tragic when you think about it.” At the time, 
he also was isolated within the school, as were most students, finding 
little support from the school staff.  
 
In the midst of a sea of unmotivated and overburdened teachers, one 
history teacher at the school was a source of support to Adil. This 
teacher was the exception to the norm at the school: she was kind, and 
spent time listening to him. “I think she kind of saw me, in some way, 
you know the little person I was, and the problems that I had. I also 
think she felt, I don’t know, she had some empathy.”  This connection 
with the teacher would continue and Adil still reaches out to her for 
advice related to his future.  
 
Regardless, Adil dropped out of the upper-secondary school after at-
tending it for one year. Upon dropping out, he had to work with the 
municipality on a plan if he wanted to continue to receive funding. 
Like many other students I interviewed, Adil took part in an independ-
ent education option that requires the students to take part in intern-
ships. The municipality got involved with Adil because they “were cu-
rious about why this dude is dropping out and what is he planning to 
do?”  Adil seems to have learned to work the system to some extent. 
He chose to create, edit, and publish his own magazine. When the mu-
nicipality asked about his internship, he stated he “officially” was an 
intern for a magazine. “I really wasn’t doing an internship really, just 
on paper I was.” 
 
His “internship” at the magazine lasted a year and it was during that 
time when he spent a lot of time and energy looking into all of his op-
portunities. Adil knew he wanted to complete his upper-secondary ed-
ucation but was not sure how or where. He contemplated returning to 
his old school, but he felt that would be a horrible option. Though he 
was determined to finish upper-secondary, his family was not support-
ive of the idea. Adil shared that his father did not “really get why I 
think I should really finish the education; he did not then and still 
doesn’t get that; he says well why don’t you just work?” Adil was de-
termined though, stating that “I can’t be one of the guys who doesn’t 
even finish at an upper-secondary school.”  As if repeating the conver-
sation with his father, Adil told me: “I mean it isn’t that hard, it’s a 
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good time, and you should have experienced that when you grew up, 
first of all I think you really grow as a person when you are in upper-
secondary.”  
 
The break period was a time of personal, academic, and career explo-
ration for Adil. He lacked parental or other familial support while con-
templating the idea of returning to education, but Adil found support 
from friends who were finishing their education. One of his friends 
“has a sister that attended this folk high school…he recommended that 
I should go there and finish upper-secondary and live at the campus.” 
At first the idea of living at a school away from home was scary to 
Adil, but he decided to apply anyway.  
 
Adil’s attempt to live at and attend the folk high school had additional 
challenges. First, he was already eighteen at the time and therefore 
was technically ineligible for their program. Second, while the school 
was paid for by the Swedish state, the mandatory rent and food costs 
were not paid for. Adil would be unable to afford either of these costs. 
Adil did not give up though, reaching out to the folk upper-secondary 
school’s staff to explain his situation. He explained his background, 
his family situation, and financial challenges. First, the folk high 
school made an exception to their age eligibility rules and allowed 
him to apply. Second, Adil explained that “I got my municipality to 
pay for it since I was so young, and I had a recommendation from the 
school’s services saying I actually should leave home and study at the 
boarding school to start my own life for many reasons.” Adil found 
that the municipality services who he was in contact with throughout 
his break period “were actually backing me up with the decision to go 
back to school.” This support was not something he found at home.  
 
After spending a year outside of the education system, Adil returned 
to upper-secondary school despite his family’s belief that it was a fu-
tile effort. Adil graduated from his folk high school and immediately 
enrolled in higher education, choosing to take the introduction to the 
university course offered during the summer prior to his full-time en-
rollment in the autumn term. Adil had second thoughts and a lot of 
trepidation about entering the university and took to social media to 
share this feeling. Adil explained that one day “I wrote a tweet asking: 
why isn’t there a university class about how to take a class at a univer-
sity?” He was surprised when a knowledgeable follower of his on 
twitter, one he did not know in real life, responded with a tweet: “well, 
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there is” and included a link to the class description. Adil signed up 
for the class that day.  
 
When I spoke with Adil, he was within his first course in higher edu-
cation, and he had many fears as well as challenges he had already ex-
perienced. Coming from a folk high school where personal relation-
ships with teachers, peers, and staff are heavily encouraged, he shared 
that he fears how he will react to the situation in higher education 
where that is not the case. At the university, Adil stated, “you don’t 
have a personal relationship with anyone.” He also feared how he 
would handle the higher level of academic rigor at the university. 
While turning in his first paper in the university he said he was terri-
fied and did not think it was good at all. He was relieved when he re-
ceived feedback from the instructor saying he did a good job, encour-
aging him to continue the good work, and suggested how he could im-
prove it next time.  
 
In addition to academic challenges, Adil also is not sure what he 
wants to earn a degree in. He has many ideas including art, political 
science, English, and teaching. Although higher education seems 
scary and challenging, he also could see himself working at a univer-
sity someday as a teacher. He is fascinated with academic things and 
would love to “develop and meet interesting people and have some 
nice colleagues and just do fun stuff and prepare lessons and stuff.” At 
this point in his academic career, Adil describes himself as undecided 
but is eager to explore.  
 
Completing upper-secondary and pursuing higher education is in 
many ways foreign to his family. This has challenged Adil to explore 
who he is and wants to be in light of his family’s history and identity. 
He shared that he doesn’t know what it is that makes him keep push-
ing through the challenges: “I don’t know, sometimes I feel like what 
is wrong with me? What am I doing? Why aren’t they? Also, because 
they don’t understand what I’m doing either. Am I an alien? Or what 
does this all mean?” The pathway through upper-secondary and into 
higher education has challenged his sense of self in relation to that of 
his family members. This is a common thread throughout the other 
two first-generation student experiences in this study. 
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8.2.2. Hannes 
 “I guess they looked at my grades and thought oh no, not worth me 
wasting my time on this guy” 
 

 
Figure 26 Hannes’ educational trajectory from upper-secondary into higher educa-
tion (participation and non-participation in the formal education system) 

Hannes, a 27-year-old second-year political science student, is also a 
first-generation student I spoke with. Like Adil, his pathway into 
higher education involved academic challenges and attendance at 
more than one upper-secondary school. Hannes’ father is a retired taxi 
driver and his mother is a symbol therapist. Neither attended higher 
education, but one of his two older sisters recently graduated with a 
degree in sociology. Hannes is the youngest child in the family and 
both of his sisters are over ten years older than he.  
 
When it came time for Hannes to choose an upper-secondary school 
and program, he did little exploration and made the decision almost 
exclusively based on his social life. At that point in his life, Hannes 
said: “I was mostly thinking I wanted to be around the people, it was 
more for social reasons, you know, being with the people I liked and 
wanted to be with.” Choosing based on interests, careers, or goals was 
simply not in his mind at the time: “I just really didn’t care much at all 
about what the studies were focused on.” He would come to regret this 
after his first year at the municipal school he attended to stay within 
his social group. 
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Hannes remembers there being extraordinarily little guidance regard-
ing the choice of upper-secondary school, other than a lot of market-
ing from the various schools. Like Adil, Hannes perceived that there 
was little interest in guiding him since he performed so poorly in com-
pulsory school: “I guess they looked at my grades and thought oh no, 
not worth me wasting my time on this guy.” This is a sentiment ech-
oed by Karin as well.  
 
Upon starting the program, despite being around his friends, he real-
ized it was not right for him. The municipal school Hannes attended 
was heavily linked to a local industry where many graduates go on to 
work afterwards. The program he chose was vocational in nature, fo-
cused on computer machinery. Academically, he was in over his head. 
The cornerstones of the program were math and science requiring him 
to calculate problems, program, and use computers to manage machin-
ery. He struggled with the math and also with the reality that “I was 
just much more interested in sociology and political science and stuff 
like that.”  
 
Hannes’ beliefs that the school was not the right fit for him were 
strengthened as he began receiving grades for his work. By the end of 
the first year he had failed all of his classes. The reality hit him when 
he met with a career guidance practitioner who explained how he 
would be starting over after the summer, starting again as a first year 
in the program. He knew at that point he was leaving the school-- 
there was no going back. 
 
At this point, in contrast to Adil whose parents were indifferent when 
he left his upper-secondary school, Hannes’ mother stepped in to play 
a strong role in his decision making. Although his mother had not at-
tended higher education, she finished upper-secondary school and had 
experience guiding her older children through the process. She was 
determined to see her son finish an upper-secondary school program, 
but Hannes was initially not convinced.  
 
Like Adil, after the first upper-secondary school did not work out, 
Hannes held beliefs that “the education system here was not for me.” 
Both reported having struggled throughout compulsory school, an ex-
perience that was mired by poor performance/grades. Like Adil, the 
choice of upper-secondary school was perceived as much less of a 
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choice and more of a destiny. Hannes recalled that “it was not much of 
a decision, or at least that’s not how I would refer to it, I did not know 
what to do, so I didn’t know what to aim for.”  
 
Determining what to aim for has been a chief challenge in Hannes’ 
young adulthood. Since he did not feel like he would fit in the Swe-
dish education system, he pursued another path: the military. This too 
seemed to be mired by destiny though, as he soon found that the path 
towards the Swedish military runs directly through the Swedish school 
system. To join the military, according to Hannes, he would have to 
first graduate from upper-secondary school. He hated this, and instead 
of moving quickly into a new upper-secondary school program, he 
looked to the U.S. and then France in order to enlist into an armed 
force.  
 
At first Hannes pursued the U.S. military, as that would potentially al-
low him to gain a green card in that country; however, he soon learned 
it was rare for Swedes to be admitted into the American military and 
then gave up that option. France was the next best option, and he 
would take two trips within the next few months to attempt to enlist in 
the French Foreign Legion. During his first trip he began the enlist-
ment process at a recruitment station in Paris, followed by a second 
trip to a recruitment station in Marseilles for a week of training. Fate 
reared its ugly head again for Hannes though, as a medical examina-
tion conducted in the barracks revealed a secret.  
 
During the previous year, Hannes had been involved in a fight and 
was stabbed in the stomach, leaving a large scar and minor internal in-
juries. The French military requested Swedish medical records and de-
termined the injury made him ineligible for military service. With that, 
his military ambitions were ended.  
 
After he returned to Sweden, his mother began to take an active role in 
encouraging him to pick a new program. She had researched several 
options and ultimately sold Hannes on a vocational school that fo-
cused on security and lifesaving. The program was designed primarily 
for those who may choose to go into police, rescue, or fire-fighting ca-
reers after graduation. It was not an awful option he thought, and at 
that point: “I did know I was going to finish, but I didn’t care whether 
I had an A, B, F, or E…I just went and thought what the heck, I 
started it, so I can end it.”  
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Hannes ended up graduating from the second upper-secondary school 
but did not complete an examination that would have made him eligi-
ble for university. At that time, he did not anticipate ever attending a 
university. In fact, at the time: “I did not know what I wanted to do so 
I didn’t care much about my options.” He would not seriously con-
sider entering a university for another four years when he began tak-
ing komvux courses to be eligible for higher education.  
 
Hannes worked a variety of jobs during the four years between upper-
secondary school and beginning komvux. He trained to be a truck 
driver, worked in a warehouse, and became politically engaged. Poli-
tics became a strong part of his life during this time. He took part in 
demonstrations in both Sweden and Germany.  
 
Komvux was as much about self-exploration as it was about academ-
ics for Hannes: “I realized that while I am doing this, while I am tak-
ing classes that were at a lower level of education, I can try some dif-
ferent courses and get a feeling about what I like and what I want to 
do later on.” Hannes was relieved to find an educational structure that 
allowed for this exploration of different subjects. It helped him ex-
plore his options and clarify his goals: “when I started my komvux 
studies I was more interested in organization in private companies and 
leadership, but through my studies I realized I was more interested and 
more suited maybe for political science.” In the process, his beliefs 
about himself and his goals changed: “So I started with one way but 
ended up getting a jumping start into another.” 
 
His educational experiences at komvux allowed him to compare and 
contrast subjects and in doing so helped him learn about himself. Han-
nes found that the variety of courses helped him understand himself 
more: “I realized that this one is more for me; this one is less for me 
and so on.” The number of and different types of courses he was re-
quired and allowed to take at komvux heavily influenced his academic 
choice at the university: “it was the greatest help in my decision.”  Ul-
timately, after completing komvux and becoming eligible for univer-
sity attendance, he applied and was accepted into a political science 
program.  
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After his first year as a student, Hannes feels that his confidence has 
improved since his first nervous year. He stresses that it is important 
for students to understand that upper-secondary and komvux differ to 
the learning experiences at a university. It takes a different level of 
“focus, to have the right kind of focus in your studies, to focus on the 
important stuff and ignore the other stuff.” 
 
The social experience is also different, and it was important for him to 
learn “what kind of other students I can gain the most from by getting 
to know them and what I had to offer them.” For Hannes, the social 
challenges were made easier by volunteering with the student union. 
He has thrived through these extracurricular activities that he suggests 
strengthening his overall learning. He was excited to help with student 
orientation in the autumn term coming up and that he was going to 
learn how to best support others as he serves as a mentor to a group of 
new international students.  
 
While his path towards higher education was not as direct as it could 
have been, Hannes feels that his experience has helped him find him-
self. So much so, that he is actively trying to help others who may feel 
lost. When asked about his career goals, he laughed and admitted that 
his mother may have been on to something. He sees himself working 
at a municipality within security management, a subject he first stud-
ied in upper-secondary. He just wishes that like komvux, the upper-
secondary system allowed for more exploration and flexible course se-
lection: “I definitely think if I was able to try different types of classes 
from within other kinds of fields that could have helped me at that 
time.”  
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8.2.3. Karin 
“But see with my Dad, he has no education, so he just wanted to work, 
and he thinks it is good enough, that just to do a job is good enough.” 
 

 
Figure 27 Karin’s educational trajectory from upper-secondary into higher education 
(participation and non-participation in the formal education system) 

Karin is a first-generation student I spoke with who is in her 40s and is 
a first-year nursing student while working part-time. Karin’s father 
also had dropped out of school at an early age and spent his entire life 
working as a mechanic in a Stockholm suburb. Her mother worked as 
a nurse throughout her life but earned her nursing qualification during 
upper-secondary education; at the time, the profession did not require 
higher education. Karin’s parents were not engaged in her choice of 
upper-secondary program telling her to “just choose something, it 
doesn’t matter.” 
 
Karin’s experience with upper-secondary school is notably different 
because she did so prior to the 1990s era reforms that led to school 
choice. Prior to these reforms, parents and students did not choose 
schools but chose a career track and a program. Karin chose the voca-
tional option and took part in a vocational program focused on animal 
keeping. This was largely because of her passion and love for animals. 
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The boarding school that offered the program was located in a neigh-
boring municipality and she attended and lived at the school for three 
years prior to graduation.  
 
Karin enjoyed her upper-secondary education and explained that it 
was quite easy: “I didn’t have very good grades from compulsory 
school, but at this school I was at the top.” If she could do it again, she 
would have chosen a different path, but at the time she enjoyed the fun 
she had and the adventure: “I could move and live away, I got new 
friends in a new city.” She regrets that the program only focused on 
academic and career skills associated with animal keeping. Karin also 
recalled never receiving any advice or counseling about her options 
for after graduation: “you had to find out by yourself…it was very 
strange. I didn’t know what I could do, more education, or anything.”  
 
Over the past fifteen years, Karin was a working adult who was also 
busy studying sciences part-time through komvux, Swedish adult edu-
cation provided free by municipalities. Students like Karin who took 
part in a vocational upper-secondary program, or a program that did 
not fully prepare the students for the university program they want to 
pursue, must complete coursework to catch up and meet the qualifica-
tions required. This process took Karin over fifteen years mainly be-
cause she was working and still unsure about going to higher educa-
tion. 
 
Karin’s mother has Alzheimer’s and so the primary parental influence 
she has regarding her return to higher education has come from her fa-
ther. Like Adil, Karin’s father had little education. When Karin de-
cided later in life to return to higher education her father was per-
plexed by the decision: “You have a job, why don’t you just stick to 
that?” Karin explains her father asked, emphasizing the role and sta-
bility of work. He “has no education so he just wanted to work, and he 
thinks it is good enough, that just to do a job is good enough.”  
 
Karin does not agree with her father and has looked to two sources of 
support and encouragement in particular. One of her aunts attended 
and graduated from higher education with a degree in social work and 
has been available to answer questions. In addition, Karin’s husband is 
an economist who attended a highly ranked and competitive business 
school in Sweden. Her husband’s career and university experience 



 

 

 
 
 

195 

served as a comparative example to her while exploring her path for-
ward. She downplays her pursuit of nursing in comparison: “well you 
know he studied at the Stockholm School of Economics and his job is 
here <motions with her right hand up high> and nursing is here <mo-
tions with her left hand down low> so, you know, it is just an ordinary 
job.” Later emphasizing that her husband “says I am a caring person, 
so he thinks this is right for me, although it doesn’t pay very well.”  
 
When deciding on what to pursue in higher education, Karin focused 
primarily on a few things. First, her ability, or perception of ability, 
particularly returning to her experience in compulsory school and ref-
erencing her grades. If she could, she would study to become a veteri-
narian, only “if they didn’t look at my grades.” Secondly, her age and 
the length of a veterinarian program prevented her from truly consid-
ering that option. She spent some time looking at her interests but did 
so within the parameters of time, saying she only was open to pro-
grams that took “two to three years to be finished.”  
 
Karin describes receiving little formal advising or career guidance 
during her educational experience. She met one time with a komvux 
counselor when she first started taking courses fifteen years ago. Dur-
ing that meeting the counselor did discuss her interests with her and 
nursing was suggested: “I guess I have kept that idea in mind since.” 
Later when doing more exploration after finishing at komvux, Karin 
did not receive or actively seek advising and counseling. When asked 
if she met with or discussed her higher education options with anyone 
she simply responded: “just Google.”  
 
Karin was relieved to find the course about university learning in 
which she is currently enrolled. She hopes that universities will help 
students discover that there is counselling and support. One way to do 
so is by “definitely offering courses like this that I’m in, when you are 
so new to the university there is such a big difference between univer-
sity and upper-secondary.” Planning and reading so much, so fast, has 
particularly been challenging to Karin. So far, she has impressed her-
self as she has already taken and passed a test even though she “was 
stressed and did things last minute.”   
 
Communicating with others has also been a challenge for Karin 
throughout her educational experience. She is aware it is a skill she 
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must strengthen in the university, explaining she is: “discussing with 
my fellow students, it is important to just sit and discuss these things 
and the book.” The social learning experience is newer to her and has 
been outside of her comfort zone because: “before I was just with my 
book and alone.” 
      
Going forward Karin worries whether she will stick with nursing. She 
still isn’t sure if higher education or a career in nursing is “the right 
way.” She sees dropping out after the first term in nursing as a real 
possibility, if “I feel it is not the right one for me.” She is hopeful 
though, and even a bit excited about “meeting people and studying 
medicine and physics and maybe getting respect from other colleagues 
and other people because they will know I have the knowledge and 
that is something I look forward to.”  Thus, for Karin, the pursuit of 
higher education at this point in her life is not simply about gaining a 
degree.  
 

8.2.4. Summary of first-generation university student 
findings  

For all three of these first-generation university students, the pathway 
towards higher education was not direct or smooth. Adil and Karen 
came from families where attending higher education was not seen as 
a realistic or practical option for them or their family members. The 
family’s collective beliefs inherently shaped these students’ individual 
beliefs about themselves. When they reached the point in their trajec-
tory where they were tasked to make a choice about upper-secondary 
education, they did so while knowing that their family did not care 
about what they chose and/or did not believe in their ability to pursue 
higher education after upper-secondary education. While Hannes’ 
family did not have a higher education background, two of his older 
siblings did, and his mother was a leading voice encouraging her son 
to persist. 
 
Adil and Karin showed a strong determination to continue the path 
their fathers did not. This determination also may also be considered a 
strategy developed to counter elements of culture and collective fam-
ily beliefs (Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al., 2016). They both completed 
upper-secondary education. They did so in opposition to their fathers’ 
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beliefs that the effort was not worth it. By choosing to take a path to-
wards higher education, both were going against the cultural traditions 
and beliefs that exist in their family. This lack of support weighed on 
both of them. Adil and Karin had to reach for support external to their 
parents. Adil found support from peers and a teacher that took time to 
hear and see him. He was also strategic and built connections and ne-
gotiated with the municipality to redirect his educational trajectory 
through folk high school. Karin found support much later in life from 
her aunt who graduated from higher education as well as from her 
husband. This experience of having to find support through persons 
outside of family is a common experience with first-generation uni-
versity students (Bron & Thunborg, 2017; Hope, 2014; Northedge, 
2003, 2010; Thunborg et al., 2013). Hannes, in comparison, found 
strong and consistent encouragement to pursue higher education from 
his mother but seemed to lack a feeling of belonging within the educa-
tion system. This feeling was shared with all three of these students to 
some degree. 
 
Hannes’ narrative highlights a young person’s desire to find himself, 
and he did so largely by trying to find others with whom he could be-
long together. His first choice of upper-secondary education was 
largely based on maintaining relationships with his peers. The school 
and subject were not a good fit, and he failed his courses. He saw this 
not only as a failure in a particular subject area, but he felt that the en-
tire school system was not right for him. Instead of quickly moving to 
find another school or subject area he turned to other social groups for 
belonging, namely the Swedish and other international militaries. Af-
ter those did not work, he was forced to rethink his path and, with the 
guiding hand of his mother, reentered upper-secondary education.  
 
Of the three, Karin was the only to attend only one upper-secondary 
school. She was also the only one of the three to attend upper-second-
ary education prior to the school choice reforms. Adil and Hannes, on 
the other hand, unfortunately gained the experience of failing at their 
first upper-secondary school. This experience of failure seems to have 
had lasting effects on their beliefs in themselves that began to change 
as they found success later in education at folkhögskola for Adil and 
komvux for Hannes. It is important to note that these are two narra-
tives of students who persisted, when others in their situation may not 
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have. In Sweden, for example, it is significantly less likely for individ-
uals whose parents did not attend higher education to pursue higher 
education (Swedish Council for Higher Education, 2016). 
 
Both Adil and Hannes described feeling stuck and unable to direct 
their educational paths due to their grades. Beach (2018) suggests that 
meritocratic policies within the Swedish education system structurally 
limit students. These limitations often parallel student socioeconomic 
status. Further, neither of them liked the idea of describing where they 
attended upper-secondary education as their choice. Adil describes be-
ing one of the “kids who didn’t pick an upper-secondary school” and 
Hannes suggested that “it was not much of a decision, or at least that’s 
not how I would refer to it.” They both argue that their ability to 
choose was limited if not removed based on their grades. In addition, 
Hannes describes the career guidance as being centered primarily 
around grades and marketing. As with Johanna, the first question and 
the lasting advice given had to do with grades. Further, Hannes sug-
gests that distinguishing between advertising and advice was not al-
ways easy to do.  
 
When things did not work out for Adil and Hannes at their first upper-
secondary school, they both took a break. The break was a lonely time 
for both of them, and they were tasked with figuring out what they 
wanted to do next. Adil had an internship by himself at a magazine he 
created on his own, and Hannes left Sweden alone in search of be-
longing within the French military. Despite there being a layer of mu-
nicipal support while they were out of school, it revolved around re-
quiring them to figure themselves out, alone. Hannes’ mother stepped 
in while Adil largely relied on his peers.  
 
While Karin is a first-generation student, she also is an older student 
who entered higher education much later in life. Her experiences 
therefore also align closely with those of the next group of students, 
older students. Her unique experience of being a first-generation uni-
versity student as well as older than her classmates highlights the di-
versity and intersectionality of backgrounds students bring with them 
as they enter higher education.  
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 Older students  
 
Like Karin, the following students entered higher education much 
later in life. In contrast to Karin, they did so as parents. Eva, Elsa, and 
Maya spent an extended period outside of formal education, worked, 
married, and had children prior to entering higher education. These are 
their narratives.  

8.3.1. Eva 
“There have been quite a few years of taking care of others, both my 
sick husband and two small children. Maybe a bit at the expense of 
taking care of me.” 

 
Figure 28 Eva’s educational trajectory from upper-secondary into higher education 
(participation and non-participation in the formal education system) 

 
Eva, a 42-year old first-year student, also chose to return to higher ed-
ucation later in life for similar reasons as Karin. Eva grew up in the 
Stockholm suburbs where she was raised by her two parents, both of 
whom are from Sweden and were medical doctors prior to retirement. 
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Both of Eva’s siblings completed a higher education degree in tech-
nology. Eva has spent the past 20 years outside of the education sys-
tem working and serving as a business owner.  
 
Eva signed up to take the introduction to university learning course 
prior to her first term in the lower-secondary education program. Ac-
cording to Eva, her pathway through the educational system was 
pretty normal, with only one academic change taking place during her 
upper-secondary school years. Eva’s experience is, however, unique 
compared to the other students I interviewed, her pathway resembles 
the standard path for Swedish students prior to major reforms in the 
early 1990s. Prior to the reforms, students were not systematically re-
quired to choose a school during upper-secondary. Students then were 
only required to select an academic program within their school that 
was assigned to them based on their home address.  
 
The choice process, thus, was much different for her, and did not 
leave as much of a mark on her path: “I got some information in the 
mail, but not at all like it is today as I have come to understand. I 
simply remember getting information from this one particular school, 
so it wasn’t a big decision for me.” Having the school assigned to her 
meant she really does not remember “dwelling about it at all.”  Eva 
chose to take part in the social studies academic option at the school 
assigned to her, but she would later describe this decision as “wrong.”  
 
During her first year in her upper-secondary school, Eva began to real-
ize she made a mistake in choosing social studies: “I began to realize 
that I missed the math.” Once she made this realization, she and her 
parents spoke with the school and she started the process of switching 
academic programs. Unlike students in similar situations after the 
early 1990s reforms, she did not have to find a new school in addition 
to a new program. She was able to change to the natural science pro-
gram within the same school by completing the necessary prerequisite 
courses at home during the summer after her first year. These courses 
were self-taught, but she was determined and was able to successfully 
progress directly into the second year of the natural science program 
after that summer.  
 
Eva decided to change to natural science largely because she was in-
terested in and missed the subjects; however, she shared that her fam-
ily and her parents’ occupational backgrounds influenced her, at least 
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indirectly: “it wasn’t simply that my parents tried to persuade me, it 
was what I had heard about in all of the family discussions growing 
up, you know, the talk in the kitchen.” Later, despite knowing her 
grades and test scores were not good enough for admission, Eva ap-
plied to medical school. She did not get in and chose to begin work in-
stead.  
 
During the summer after she graduated Eva began working a job 
within the printmaking industry. She thought the job was decent and 
she could do it for a little while, which turned into a few years, which 
then turned into her opening her own business in the same industry: “I 
just sort of got in that lane and continued.”  She did not really plan to 
get out of the lane, but the experience of taking care of her children 
and a sick husband pushed her to the exit lane. When I spoke with 
Eva, she was just beginning to start shutting down her business in or-
der to be able to really focus on higher education: “now that I’m be-
coming a student, I have to dismantle it.”  
 
While outside of the formal education system, Eva married and had 
two children. The responsibilities associated with the role of a spouse 
and the role of a parent have particularly influenced her to enter higher 
education. A year or so prior to our interview, Eva’s husband had be-
come ill, becoming unable to work. His illness has weighed heavy on 
her and her thoughts for her future, and the future of her two children: 
“with my husband being sick, I have to be the financial support, I have 
to provide for my kids.”  
 
As a mother, wife to a sick husband, daughter to aging parents, and a 
business owner, Eva has felt pulled from all directions. The level of 
responsibility stretches far past herself, and in many ways, this has led 
her to redirect some energy towards her: “There have been quite a few 
years of taking care of others, both my sick husband and two small 
children. Maybe a bit at the expense of taking care of me.”  So, after 
much thought, she hatched a plan to return to education without con-
sulting those closest to her: “I didn’t even discuss it with anyone be-
forehand, it was just me.”  
 
Eva spent the little free time she had to research her options online 
and emailing advisors at the university. She was fortunate to find out 
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that her previous grades and coursework from twenty years ago ena-
bled her to enter the university directly. She signed up for a basic level 
math course as well as the introduction to university learning course in 
hopes both will help her transition to higher education smoothly. She 
applied and was accepted into the lower-secondary education teaching 
program.  
 
So far, her transition has been going well: “I love it, I sort of found my 
way back to the joy of knowledge.” Eva explains that “I lost that for 
quite a few years, but it is wonderful, learning new things and getting 
a better understanding of things you really didn’t comprehend ei-
ther.”  This return to the joy of learning was also connected to her role 
as a mother where she watches her children who “have such a wonder-
ful view of the world, they like to take in and ask why, and see every-
thing with fresh eyes, so I would say that has been revitalizing for my 
joy of knowledge too.”   
 
Realistically, the joy for knowledge is matched with the challenges 
she faces within higher education. She has significantly limited 
amounts of time: “the day has 24 hours and with my husband, chil-
dren, business, elderly parents, and studying it takes a great deal of 
time, and mental capacity.” Eva has made the decision to end the com-
pany she created and has managed for over a decade in order to suc-
ceed academically. When I asked her if she had considered working 
and studying part-time, she responded: “No, no, no, no, no, no—it is 
going, full-speed ahead.”    
 
Going back to higher education is a way for Eva to fulfill a personal 
goal and do something for herself in a life that was consumed by sup-
porting others. At the same time, the motivation to return was directly 
connected to those she is devoted to providing for: her husband and 
children. With her husband ill, she foresees a life where she is the only 
source of income: “I have to be the financial support, I have to provide 
for my kids.” The financial reality seems to have served as an im-
portant trigger.  
 
Eva’s pathway through education and her later decision to attend 
higher education was both a personal and externally influenced deci-
sion: “it is just me…and of course my upbringing with my parents and 
sister and brother, well it is sort of the culture in our family…but the 
decision was mine.” This individual yet collective decision process to 
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go to the university mimics the one she had while deciding which aca-
demic and career interests she had twenty years before. She ultimately 
landed on the idea of becoming a physician, the career role both of her 
parents played: “it was the natural choice in our family I guess, sort of 
what I’ve thought about since I was a kid.”  
 
Despite all of the external influences that Eva acknowledges, it is her 
own personal decisions, actions, and motivation that led to her enter-
ing higher education. Looking back, she wishes she had received bet-
ter support and guidance during her time in upper-secondary. She par-
ticularly thinks that she did not spend time truly exploring academic 
and career options. She fell into the medical track but knew she did 
not have the grades for that path, but feels she was never encouraged 
to look at other more realistic options. When her first and presumably 
only option did not prove realistic, she pursued a life that didn’t re-
quire higher education.  
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8.3.2. Elsa 
“I know, I know this is not going to be good.” 
 

 
Figure 29 Elsa’s educational trajectory from upper-secondary into higher education 
(participation and non-participation in the formal education system) 

Elsa, a 37-year-old first-year student in occupational therapy, met with 
me to discuss her pathway through education and into higher educa-
tion. Elsa was born in Asia and was adopted as an infant by a Swedish 
couple from Gothenburg, where she grew up. Neither of her parents 
graduated from higher education, but her father studied business for 
several years at a university in Stockholm. Both of her parents are 
now retired after working most of their life at a family-owned hard-
ware store. Elsa now lives in Stockholm with her husband and chil-
dren.  
 
Elsa’s path into higher education begins in upper-secondary where she 
was initially determined to study science in order to become a veteri-
narian. Her interest in that path was mostly related to her love for ani-
mals: “my only goal was to become a vet but I’m not really good at 
math and chemistry and such.” As a child, Elsa had always been fasci-
nated with animals, particularly dogs and later horses as she began to 
ride at the age of seven. Her love for animals defined much of her 
identity as she grew up. At the age of ten her parents purchased horses 
for her.  
 
Elsa remembers that her overall interest and devotion to animals out-
weighed the reality of her academic abilities. She was determined to 
work with animals and at the time the best option she knew of was to 
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become a vet, so she selected a local school with a natural science fo-
cus. It did not work well though, as she struggled with the sciences 
and math: “when the math, chemistry and physics were so difficult I 
didn’t get good grades in English or Swedish either, I was just trying 
to stay above the surface.” Prior to choosing the natural science pro-
gram she knew she didn’t like science, but the advice she received 
was also positive towards her decision: “my older sister and my father 
thought I should study natural science because it was good and then 
you can choose anything you want after.” Her father and sister were 
the only two direct family members she has who had attended higher 
education, so she listened closely to their advice.  
 
Ultimately, her attempt did not work out: “I knew to be a vet you 
needed to do well in order to compete, but I didn’t succeed very well, 
and after one year I dropped out.” At the same time, Elsa’s school 
begin having a mold infestation that caused many of the students to 
become ill and be unable to attend the school. It was during this break 
that she ultimately made her decision to not return to that school or 
pursue a natural science option: “in that process I couldn’t go to 
school and then I started thinking that this is not right for me, I don’t 
want to go back.”  
 
By dropping out, Elsa means she switched to the municipalities “indi-
vidual program” that allows students to complete a series of career fo-
cused tasks instead of formally ending their educational pursuits. This 
was particularly needed for Elsa as: “it was in the middle of the se-
mester, so I was doing something in between then, until I could start at 
another school or in another program.” During this individual pro-
gram, Elsa took part in several small internships: “first was in a pre-
school, then a flower shop, and then it was with horses at a riding 
school.” The experience at the riding school reignited her joy for ani-
mals: “at that time I thought I just wanted to work with animals, and 
that would be the only way or occupation I could do, but I didn’t 
know anything else really.” While the individual program required her 
to experience several different types of occupations, Elsa was reluc-
tant to actually give alternatives a chance.  
 
It was a challenge for her to bring her father along to the idea. He was 
still holding out hope that she would return to the sciences and pursue 
being a vet. He eventually was persuaded: “I convinced him, when I 
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dropped out of school and had a year off, I then convinced my father, I 
said ‘I want to do this now!’”  With her father’s reluctant approval, 
Elsa began her search for a new school focused on animals, horses in 
particular. She did so almost exclusively on the internet: “they actu-
ally already had some information at that time on the internet.”  Her 
main source of information at that time came directly from the Swe-
dish horse-riding association that also played a role in referring poten-
tial students to related schools. Elsa does not recall ever speaking with 
anyone at her previous school or new school about her choice before 
making it.  
 
Another aspect of this choice that she and others in her position face is 
that the decision may also require a move away from family. Elsa de-
cided to move far away from home to live at a boarding school with 
an animal and agriculture focus. The experience gave her a large de-
gree of freedom: “you get away from home and the discipline and the 
routines disappear.” The freedom also was not challenged much by 
the school: “the teachers shouldn’t have to be babysitters, but I believe 
that at a boarding school the teachers do need to do a little bit more 
checking up to see what the students are actually doing.” Elsa ex-
plained that she moved from a school at which all she remembered do-
ing was studying to one where she could not remember much studying 
at all.  
 
Elsa enjoyed the new school and graduated. The program she was in 
really was geared towards preparing her to take care of animals in an 
occupation, and after graduating she did just that for about seven 
years: “I finished in 96 and I worked with horses until 2003 or 2004, 
but then I realized, now I’ve grown up, and I’m not making any 
money, I don’t think I can work with this all my life.” At some point 
during those seven years, she landed a job working with horses in 
Australia, where she met a friend through work who was into photog-
raphy. This connection led Elsa to explore photography as a potential 
new career.  
 
Photography was “my next step.” Elsa explained that despite being 
able to become a successful photographer without education, she 
wanted to learn, so she moved back to Sweden, this time in Stock-
holm, and studied photography for two years. Elsa took private pho-
tography courses at a for-profit trade school before becoming a free-
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lance photographer in the Stockholm area. Elsa then spent an “in-
tense” three years as a photographer working “weddings, portraits, 
and animal photography.” Things changed, however, when she and 
her husband decided to have a baby.  
 
A baby changed everything for Elsa: “I felt like I can’t freelance, it is 
too risky, I was just not up to doing that with a baby.” Becoming a 
mother was a significant moment that prompted her to rethink her ca-
reer. After she gave birth, she began to search for another job that 
would be more stable and less risky. While searching for a job, she 
saw an advertisement for a personal assistant position working with a 
girl with a disability. What particularly drew her attention to the ad 
was that the girl described a love for horses in the personal assistant 
description. After meeting at the agency for an interview, she immedi-
ately was offered and took the position.  
 
Elsa has been working as a personal assistant to various individuals 
with disabilities for more than four years. Through her work she has 
been able to take small workplace training courses to increase her 
knowledge and skills related to working with and supporting individu-
als with disabilities. After four years in the job, which she loved, she 
started to realize that she wanted more, and wanted to progress. She 
began asking herself a lot of questions: “what should I be? What do I 
want to work with?”  
 
One potential career for her only entered her frame of view because of 
her workplace interactions with occupational therapists. Her interac-
tions with these therapists opened her eyes to the possibility, as they 
saw potential in her and in some ways gave her confidence to even 
consider it. Speaking and working with them made occupational ther-
apy seem both interesting and possible: “I think I could like it and be 
good at it, so yeah, it felt like a natural step kind of.” With this, she 
began the process of entering formal higher education for the first 
time. 
 
Like many other students, she did not have the full credentials neces-
sary for immediate entry, or acceptance, into higher education, and the 
occupational therapy program specifically. Elsa would first have to 
complete coursework at komvux to fulfill math and science admission 
requirements prior to applying to the program. It was at komvux that 
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she first met with an academic advisor who helped her understand the 
requirements she would need to be eligible for higher education. Elsa 
spent a few years to complete the komvux coursework prior to being 
admitted into the occupational therapy program at a medical univer-
sity in Stockholm.  
 
While the occupational therapy program begins in the autumn and her 
komvux courses ended in the spring, she had free time during the 
summer prior to beginning full-time study. For financial reasons, Elsa 
was interested to find a summer course that may allow her to continue 
receiving financial aid (CSN). Knowing this, she began searching for 
a summer course and stumbled upon the introduction to university 
learning course: “that was my first motivation, but then I saw this 
class and I was like hmm, this sounds good.”  The course itself was 
also something she needed: “I really like to prepare myself, it seemed 
like it would be perfect to do that because I don’t know how it is to 
study in the university, but I had an idea that it will be really different 
from upper-secondary.”  In particular, she had heard the warnings 
from her older sister, who completed higher education, about study 
techniques in upper-secondary education not being sufficient at the 
university.  
 
When I met with Elsa, she was several weeks into her summer course. 
She had struggled some with the course as she feels things move faster 
than she is used to: “I would like to have a little bit more time to really 
understand everything and see the connections.” The class has been 
challenging her to explore different ways of thinking “so I could use a 
little bit more time to think.” Early in the class she was asked to turn 
in a first paper which she wasn’t going to get a grade on. She was 
nervous about it saying to herself: “I don’t know what I’m going to 
write. I don’t know what he wants me to write. I know, I know this is 
not going to be good.” Particularly scary for Elsa has been not only 
writing but sharing what she has written with others: “I really like 
things to be really perfect before I let anybody see things… talking to 
other people and writing these things and letting it be a learning expe-
rience is a challenge for me.”  
 
With this writing activity, Elsa faced many of her fears related to aca-
demics and her ability. She was also forced to step outside her comfort 
zone: “it was good for me to be forced to do something that I wasn’t 
comfortable with, and then getting feedback.” With this assignment, 
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she also had to interact with, share her writing, and give feedback to 
others in the class. This social element of the task was particularly 
challenging for Elsa when she had to: “talk to the other students, I 
mean push myself to say something, because I’ve always been afraid 
to talk to others, and in groups, and have an opinion.”  
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8.3.3. Maya 
 “I felt stupid, I felt stupid.” 

 
Figure 30 Maya’s educational trajectory from upper-secondary into higher education 
(participation and non-participation in the formal education system) 

 
Maya, a 36-year-old second-year education student, discussed with me 
her experience entering higher education later in life. Maya is married 
and has three children and returned to university after believing for 
years she was incapable of doing so. It wasn’t until she began talking 
to her own children about their futures, including higher education, 
that she decided to take the leap.  
 
Maya grew up in a suburb outside of Stockholm with her mother and 
father. Maya’s father immigrated from Spain in order to study engi-
neering at the Royal Technical Institute (KTH) in Stockholm where he 
graduated with a degree in engineering. Shortly after his studies, her 
father met her mother and they were married. Maya’s mother did not 
attend higher education and spent her life serving as a caretaker for the 
elderly.  
 
Maya explained that for almost all her life she has held a strong belief 
in her inability to succeed in higher education. Maya’s journey into 
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higher education was one of rethinking this belief. Maya was particu-
larly challenged by three factors: her disability diagnosis, parenthood, 
and financial concerns.  
 
Maya struggled throughout her educational experience with reading 
and being able to focus. She considered herself incapable of really do-
ing well in school and this shaped her entire experience. When she 
was tasked with choosing an upper-secondary school to attend, she de-
cided on a school offering a music program. This decision was not 
easy as her father, who Maya describes as being “a bit harsh and strict 
since he was born in the 30s in Spain,” wanted her to pursue a voca-
tional program and attend a vocational school. She convinced him that 
she would be able to become a dance teacher based on the training she 
received, and he reluctantly supported this idea.  
 
Maya enjoyed the school she attended and ultimately graduated with 
the hopes of becoming a dance teacher; however, things changed 
when shortly after graduation she became pregnant with her first 
child. Maya spent the next fifteen plus years working part-time and 
raising three children who are currently 16, 14, and 3 years old. The 
idea of attending higher education never really entered her mind until 
her oldest son turned thirteen and she began encouraging him to plan 
to attend university. In fact, her son will be making his own decision 
regarding his plans for attending higher education when he makes his 
upper-secondary education choices in two years. 
 
For Maya, the importance of being a role model to her three children 
provided a significant push towards entering higher education: “I 
started saying ‘you have to study, you have to study’ to my children 
and I started saying to myself well if I always say they have to study 
and I don’t and I didn’t, I have to start being a role model.” Maya be-
gan exploring what it would take to enter higher education, all the 
while still feeling that she did not have what it took to succeed but try-
ing to do so for her children.  
 
In addition to being motivated by her roles as mother and role model, 
Maya was also motivated financially. While working part-time in 
childcare she was able to see the pension she would receive during re-
tirement in comparison to that of her husband: “I said God, he has so 
much more!” This made her realize that if something happened to her 
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husband, she would have an extremely hard time surviving finan-
cially. In Sweden, pensions are connected only to the individual and 
are not legally transferred to spouses after death. Therefore, she felt an 
increasing need to provide for herself despite focusing on providing 
for her children: “I have to improve my salary, but I couldn’t do it 
without education.”  
 
There are several routes that older students like Maya can take to en-
roll in higher education, depending on their educational history. For 
Maya, she graduated from upper-secondary and could apply with just 
those grades; however, her chances to get into certain programs 
was limited without having taken the Swedish Scholastic Aptitude 
Test (SweSAT). While Maya took the SweSAT when she was finish-
ing upper-secondary school, the scores are only valid for five years. 
She chose to take the test again to increase her chances of getting into 
her first choice for university study: preschool education.  
 
Maya retook the test, now as a 36-year-old, and did not receive a score 
high enough to enable her entry into pre-school education. At the 
same time, she began to grapple with her history of academic struggle 
throughout her educational experience. She has always had learning 
challenges, but it was not until she returned to higher education that 
she began to consider that this may be more than just her being “stu-
pid.” Throughout her educational career, Maya explained: “I felt stu-
pid, I felt stupid. I felt I’m not very smart and because of this I did less 
and less the further I got in education.” This belief was so strong that 
she never really contemplated higher education until other external 
factors challenged this belief: “I always thought ‘no I can’t’ because 
I’m not very good in school.”  
 
Maya’s challenges with learning centered around two key areas: read-
ing and focusing. It was not until she had been a student at a Swedish 
university for a year that she was diagnosed with both dyslexia and 
ADHD. These diagnoses have resulted in a mindset change for Maya. 
She now views herself not as being someone who is “stupid” but ra-
ther someone with learning disabilities who can succeed but just needs 
to use different tools and strategies.  
 
Despite likely showing signs of these learning disabilities as a child, 
Maya shared that it never was brought up by teachers as she pro-
gressed. She thinks it is “strange that the teacher always would meet 
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with my parents as they always meet with all parents but that they 
never once spoke to my parents about me having a dysfunction.” She 
thinks this partially is because back then it was not really focused on, 
but also because “I always had passed.” In regard to her ADHD, she 
also thinks that red flags were not raised because she was always 
calm: “I didn’t shout out or anything.”  
 
With teachers not recognizing that it may be a disability, her parents 
found reason to become frustrated at Maya’s inability to learn easily. 
Maya describes her father as a stern Spanish immigrant who was de-
voted to helping her learn, but that he was “always so angry at me be-
cause I couldn’t understand it.” This took a toll on her confidence as 
this helped confirm her internal beliefs that she had about her inability 
to learn, and her feelings of being “stupid.” Since being diagnosed, 
she looks back on these moments differently: “I know why now, but 
he couldn’t understand it.”   
 
Had she been diagnosed much earlier, Maya feels that she would have 
been more likely to have attended higher education years ago. With a 
diagnosis she feels “it would have been easier for me to come to 
higher education, because then I would know the tools, how to do 
it.”  Instead, since she was just diagnosed and now has a deeper under-
standing of why learning for her has been so challenging: “I have to 
start over, and it takes time to rethink strategies.”  
 
Prior to entering formal higher education, Maya also had to attend 
komvux to complete the necessary prerequisites before enrolling in 
higher education. Komvux allowed her to build confidence and test 
the academic waters prior to applying to take the leap towards higher 
education. It also enabled her to access academic and career guidance. 
Despite increasing her confidence in her ability to attend higher edu-
cation, Maya’s thoughts about what she should study and which career 
to pursue were all over the place. For her, as the belief in her inability 
to succeed in higher education began to decrease, her need to explore 
and determine the best academic path and career option increased.  
 
Maya met with a komvux counselor and learned about a variety of 
programs she might be interested in. Based on her previous work ex-
perience with children, and her role as a mother, she and her counselor 



 

 

 214 

determined that programs in education may make sense. As stated pre-
viously, she did not have the grades or test results needed for the 
teaching programs. This made Maya feel stuck, not sure what to do 
since she did not have a clear program that would work. One of 
Maya’s friends stepped in to strongly nudge her along by actually fill-
ing out the application for university enrolment for her: “I have a 
friend who works here at the university as a researcher and she told 
me of course you can, you have to try…it is very fun and you will like 
it, you will meet so many different people.”  Maya tried to just shrug it 
off and tell the friend she would look into it: “I said ok, I’ll look into 
it…” This wasn’t enough for her friend though, and her friend took 
the step of collecting Maya’s personal information and applying for 
her: “she took my numbers and did it for me, and it was such a big 
step for me, just to do it.” In this case, her friend forced her to get past 
her fear of enrolling at a university, and it worked.  
 
After having applied, via her friend, and getting into an independent 
course at the university, Maya was committed to entering higher edu-
cation for the first time. She still was unsure of what to study and what 
career she might pursue. Before taking her first course, she began to 
meet with academic advisors on campus: “I’ve been so many times, 
they all know me.” The university’s general academic advising center 
is designed to help students regardless of which discipline they may 
be associated with. In fact, many students like Maya do not know 
which discipline or department they want to be associated with, and 
thus the office can help them explore.  
 
The general advisor at the university first referred her to the depart-
ment of languages as Maya had shown interest in teaching Spanish. 
Maya then met with a departmental advisor there and disclosed her re-
cent diagnoses of dyslexia and ADHD. The advisor then explained 
that “if you go into Spanish it is a lot of reading.” This scared Maya, 
and with this she decided against pursuing language teaching: “of 
course there is reading also in other teaching, but it isn’t a different 
language you are having to read a lot.” 
 
Ultimately, Maya was unable to get into her first choice, preschool 
teaching, due to grades and test scores. She avoided language teaching 
largely because of her dyslexia. As she explained during our meeting, 
she decided on completing a degree in pedagogy that is theoretically 
focused and will not enable her to teach. This came down to another 
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factor entirely: time. Like other older students that I spoke with, the 
length of time programs required is particularly concerning. Although 
she has a desire and passion for teaching children, she has now spent 
one year completing courses in a general pedagogy program. If she 
were to transfer into a teaching program it would be another “five 
years and if I was to retake the test, I would have to study for six 
years.” This was an option she refuses to consider: “No, I would be 45 
when I would finish!” Thus, the degree’s length was not simply about 
the amount of time she would spend studying, it was also about how 
old she will be when she finished.  
 
As a student who has been at the university for a year, she still felt 
taking a course designed as an introduction to university learning was 
appropriate and beneficial for her. As she explains, after being diag-
nosed with two learning disabilities during her first year at a univer-
sity, she has had to rethink and learn strategies that will enable her to 
succeed. This class was part of this process for her. She also receives 
free support services from the university to help with both diagnoses. 
These services include organized study groups, technology that helps 
with reading and notetaking, and weekly meetings with a learning 
mentor. She meets with her mentor one day a week for three hours to 
go over her assignments and the strategies she uses.  
 
Starting higher education at 36 years old, being recently diagnosed 
with two learning disabilities, and taking care of three children poses 
challenges for Maya; however, she is more confident than ever in her 
ability to succeed. She is in a place she never thought she would ever 
be: “I have taken exams and am very proud of myself for doing it. I 
have completed two terms and I now have higher goals for myself. I 
have a lot of motivation and I don’t know where it comes from, but I 
want more.”  
 
 

8.3.4. Summary of older student findings 
Each of these older students had taken a lengthy period of time outside 
of higher education. In addition, all four older students were motivated 
partly due to the financial reality that if something were to happen to 
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their husband, they would have a limited ability to provide for them-
selves and in the cases of Eva, Elsa, and Maya, their children. For 
those three, their role as a parent as well as their age influenced their 
choices.  
 
The family influence into educational decision making became partic-
ularly present when each of them became a parent. For these students, 
the key actors other than themselves shaping their entry into higher 
education were not their parents, but were significant others such as 
their partner, close friends, and particularly their children. The need to 
support their children was a key factor in their decision to attend 
higher education. Previous studies in Sweden have made similar find-
ings about older students (Carlhed, 2016; Thunborg et al., 2013) and 
particularly women (Dahlstedt et al., 2018). 
 
For these students, including Karin (within the first-generation group), 
their higher education decision making was very much shaped by time 
to degree. This is connected to their age and delayed entry into higher 
education and their need to move into the workplace and start making 
money to provide for themselves and/or their children. In addition to 
financial support, the desire to serve as a role model for their children 
influenced their motivation to pursue higher education.  
 
Sociohistorical changes to industry in Sweden also seem to challenge 
these older students as agricultural jobs were hard to come by and did 
not provide the income necessary. Karin and Elsa were both raised by 
working-class families. Karin grew up in the Stockholm suburbs while 
Elsa grew up on a farm on the west coast. The geographic history of 
Sweden as a rural and agricultural kingdom is reflected in the voca-
tional programs focused on agriculture and animal care. In both of 
their cases, they attended a rural boarding school focused on agricul-
tural skills and animals. Neither described receiving any guidance 
from the school about potentially attending higher education after 
their upper-secondary program. The problem they both faced, though, 
was the inability to financially make ends meet on an agricultural or 
animal care salary. To attempt to match their love for agriculture and 
animals with a paying career in late modernity, they both aimed to be-
come a veterinarian. The differences in skills needed to care for ani-
mals on a farm and medically treat animals is vast, and they both 
faced this reality in different ways.  
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Maya’s experience reflects both that of an older individual entering 
higher education in Sweden but also one who has recently been diag-
nosed with a learning disability. Maya’s trajectory was shaped and re-
shaped by her learning disabilities. Throughout her childhood and 
adulthood, she had defined herself as stupid. This was connected to 
the fact that she had never been diagnosed with a learning disability. 
She thinks signs of her learning disabilities were not picked up partly 
due to the time she went through education, as understanding about 
learning disabilities was not as widespread among teachers then. Her 
story and experiences connect directly to those of the next group, stu-
dents with disabilities. In many ways, her diagnosis served to help 
clarify her beliefs about herself as a learner, and this can be seen in the 
following cases of students with disabilities.  

 Students with disabilities 
 
Students who self-disclosed a learning or other disability discussed 
how this diagnosis shaped their experience. Two of the students 
(Maya and Ragnar) received a diagnosis later in life and it coincided 
with their pathway towards higher education. The other two (Anna 
and Astrid) received their diagnoses earlier in their educational ca-
reers. Their experience grappling with these challenges are discussed 
alongside the general transitional concerns they had moving them to-
wards higher education. These are their narratives.  
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8.4.1. Anna 
"I guess that is what I have learned through all this troubled back-
ground in education, that I need to be more open, that I can't be com-
pletely set on one goal because then I will fail.” 

 
Figure 31 Anna’s educational trajectory from upper-secondary into higher education 
(participation and non-participation in the formal education system) 

 
Anna is a twenty-six-year-old first-year social anthropology student 
who described her bumpy pathway towards higher education. Anna 
grew up on a farm in the west coast of Sweden with her mother, fa-
ther, and two siblings. Both of her parents work full-time on the fam-
ily farm. Both of her siblings successfully completed higher educa-
tion. Her brother is an engineer and her sister works as an agricultural 
consultant.  
 
Anna describes always learning rather easily: "I don't have any diffi-
culty reading, understanding or writing." She struggled with mathe-
matics some, but a good teacher was able to help her succeed in the 
subject. Though the content learning did not seem to be too much of a 
challenge, she was always plagued with anxiety: "I struggled with 
having a lot of anxiety, mostly focused around education. When there 
was something difficult in school, I would get anxiety." This anxiety 
contributed to several educational ruptures along her trajectory to-
wards higher education. 
 
The anxiety Anna encountered shaped her experience during compul-
sory school as well: "before upper-secondary I also had a lot of prob-
lems with anxiety and not wanting to go to class." Anna explains that 
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her anxiety condition did not prevent her from earning good grades: "I 
wasn't struggling with the work and studying, I was doing fine with 
my grades and assignments..." The anxiety revolved predominantly 
around "going to classes, that was my problem." 
 
She particularly was having anxiety during the second to last year of 
her compulsory school education. It became a serious disruption to her 
progression as she was too anxious to go to class. Anna's mother acted 
and "went into the principal’s office frustrated and angry about it." 
Anna and her mother suggested allowing her to spend time working at 
a radio station every Friday instead of attending classes: "I think my 
mom and I were saying that my grades were ok and since I only had 
one or two classes on Fridays anyway, what if I did this, and that my 
grades were maybe even likely to improve because my anxiety would 
be lower." In the end, the principal agreed, and she spent about a year 
every Friday afternoon at the local radio station: "they let me do my 
own little segment on this little radio show that was on every Friday 
afternoon and I just, you know, thrived there. I really liked it."  
 
The experience at the radio station also played a role in solidifying her 
interest in a career in the broadcasting industry. When it came time to 
choose an upper-secondary school to attend, Anna homed in on radio 
focused programs. Her interest in radio was partially related to posi-
tive reinforcement as a child: "I have always been very talkative, I've 
always talked, like all the time...so I think I had the talking part down 
and you know some things are certain, well certain things about you 
growing up are more or less encouraged and I think my parents or 
whoever saw that, you know she can speak, she can talk well and so 
they probably encouraged me to do something like that." This coupled 
with the experience working at the radio station strongly pushed her 
towards a related upper-secondary school.  
 
Anna described a lackluster exploration process and limited support 
from the school system. She remembers meeting with a counselor 
once but admitted that she was very determined on one thing and was 
not open to alternatives: "I have always been so determined I haven't 
really noticed what people tell me." A few years before Anna entered 
upper-secondary, a Swedish reform opened up free school choice for 
students. This also empowered private companies to create schools 
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and expand across the country and increase marketing efforts to re-
cruit students: "all these different schools went out to the schools a lot 
to recruit and you know it kind of turned people into clients rather 
than students."  
 
Anna did not like the first upper-secondary school she attended where 
she took part in a media production education program. The upper-
secondary school was located about forty-five minutes away from 
home and she moved in order to study there. She first heard about this 
particular upper-secondary school at the local radio station where she 
worked: "the radio station told me that if I go there, I would probably 
be able to come here for a work experience through the school. The 
radio station and the school worked together, they had connections. I 
guess that is one of the main reasons I chose the school."  
 
Anna's anxiety returned to challenge her ability to do well at the 
school, this time mostly related to a lack of social connections. The 
school was much bigger than what she was used to: "it was such a big 
school, like 600-700 students...where I grew up, we were like 100 
people." She has always had an easier time connecting with teachers 
and adults than her peers, and at this school the teachers would "lock 
themselves in the lunchroom whenever there was a break, so you re-
ally couldn't interact." The teachers showed "no interest in getting to 
know me, which I found very unusual...I had never experienced that 
before." After one term at the school she dropped out and returned 
home because "I just felt anonymous, you know, because the school 
was so big, and I didn't like that."  
 
Anna moved back home, and her mother helped her immediately enter 
a local upper-secondary school to take part in a general social sciences 
program. The experience of leaving a school that had a focus she was 
interested in and going back home to one that was similar to what she 
did during compulsory school was depressing: "I felt that it was a fail-
ure because I had just sort of promised myself that I would never go 
back there." She felt she had failed on a number of levels and it in-
creased the sense of dread and anxiety.  
 
Dropping out of the first upper-secondary school also challenged her 
identity, and her views of herself and her future: "I never liked living 
in that small-town and I know that may sound contradictory because 
of saying I found a big school being so frightening and then going 
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back. But I never liked my hometown, I never felt like I belonged 
there. So that felt like a failure." Her anxiety came back strong: "I 
think one of the reasons why the anxiety came back was that it was 
never really what I wanted to do. I never pictured myself having an 
education that was just one of the national programs that gets you pre-
pared for the university. I never pictured myself doing that, so I think I 
struggled with the idea of where I wanted to go."  
 
Anna spent two terms attending the local school before hitting the 
wall, so to speak. The anxiety was too much, and she stayed "home for 
almost one full semester without going anywhere." This time it was 
more related to a lack of direction regarding her goals than it was a 
lack of social support and connection: "the teachers were really good 
and super nice, and the school was a lot smaller and I had my best 
friends."  In retrospect, Anna has thought a lot about "why I get anxi-
ety and I've found that the most probable reason is when I'm in educa-
tion and I don't like what I'm doing, when I'm bored and it doesn't feel 
like I'm going where I want to be going." The result is: "I struggle, I 
just like lock up, and say I don't care." During the semester she was at 
home with anxiety, she decided to drop out of her second upper-sec-
ondary school and find another school focused on radio. 
 
While she was at home with anxiety and exploring her next steps, she 
heard about a new private school opening up in the same city where 
she had previously moved to study. Several of her peers at the first 
school she attended had also dropped out of that school and she was in 
contact with one of them. Anna and her friend from the first school 
started talking about going to the new private school. They contacted 
the school, and both were able to start there the following year.  
 
The program was also focused on media production in general and 
Anna choose at that time to move more towards television and away 
from radio. This was not a problem at the school. Likewise, Anna 
liked that it was a small school and that "there were a few teachers, 
and everyone knew each other, and I got to work in the cafeteria." She 
liked this school a lot better both in terms of her social connections 
and career interests. Ultimately, she graduated from this school.  
 
Anna explains that the private school she attended was partly con-
nected to the new school choice policy. This private school "was one 
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of the big ones that shutdown a few years ago, and a lot of students 
were left out. You know it was one of those big investment companies 
and so we found out they were starting a school...we called up the 
school and they said yeah yeah yeah, you know they are a private 
school and they want everyone they can get."  Since the program had 
already started for the year, Anna and her friend were not ideal stu-
dents because they would have to redo the second year. Regardless, 
the school let them join alongside the first-year students.  
  
The new school was designed to recruit and keep "clients" as Anna 
put it: "they had flashy computers, they had done up the school and 
the building, it was a sense of the new and the feeling of freedom. 
They were very good at marketing; you know we got t-shirts and 
swag." I asked Anna if this helped form a sense of community and she 
said: "Yes, I guess so. But at the time, it was just: I got my own com-
puter! It was a laptop even!" While the program and smaller class 
sizes appealed to her, the free laptop sealed the deal. There was a 
catch, however. Usually all the students who graduated from the up-
per-secondary school were able to keep their laptops, but Anna and 
her friend were different. Since they started at the same time the first 
years did, but were second year students, the school had given them 
the newest laptops from that year. When they graduated, the school 
administration noticed this, and they said: "oh no, wait you got the 
wrong computer, you got the one that was supposed to be for those 
first-years, here is the laptop you were supposed to get." They took the 
laptops they had used throughout their experience and gave them "an 
old dirty one instead to keep." Anna was disappointed by this busi-
ness-like decision.  
 
After graduating from upper-secondary education Anna described do-
ing a lot of "nothing." For about five years: "I, hmm, what did I do? 
Ok, I first sat around for a few months crocheting and watching Nip-
Tuck or sat in front of the computer and did nothing. Then I moved to 
Stockholm." Anna knew she was made more for a bigger city and that 
jobs in media production (radio and television) are largely located in 
the Swedish capital. She spent about a year working at a bread com-
pany before landing a job with "a television production company for 
Big Brother." The show follows the daily exploits of strangers tasked 
with living with each other in front of cameras. She worked Big 
Brother for three seasons and did some freelance work before entering 
a work-based school related to television production.  
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The school did not offer degrees, but more technically focused train-
ing. She attended the school for two to three months before "I decided 
you know what? I can't." She "knew much of what they are teaching 
and that made me bored, so the anxiety came back, and I didn't want 
to go, so I stopped going and it just didn't feel right." This once again 
challenged her sense of self: "I had this struggle within me, I mean I 
knew this is what I wanted to do but I can't do this to get there, so 
what do I do? So, I quit, and I had a pretty bad depression for a 
while."  
 
The following year tragedy deepened her depression: "my younger 
brother died in an accident." The grief led her to do little work for a 
while until she took a job as a waiter at a local museum. She then did 
another season of Big Brother before moving to London for a year 
with her partner. During her year in London she did not work but 
spent a lot of time thinking about her future, and when they moved 
back to Stockholm, she was determined to get a higher education de-
gree. She went ahead and applied to study social anthropology at the 
university.  
 
Anna to this day does not know what led her to social anthropology: "I 
don't know how I came across social anthropology actually, I wish I 
did. I must have read about it somewhere." Even after taking one se-
mester of the program, she still does not know exactly what it is: "but 
it just feels right with my decision-making process." After signing up 
for her first set of courses though, she found out something that would 
change everything: "ok, so I was pregnant."  
 
The pregnancy was not a surprise completely: "I planned this very me-
ticulously, I got pregnant in August, came back to Stockholm in Janu-
ary, started the course which was anthropology 1...the plan was to do 
that for as long as I could until the baby came. So, I did two papers but 
then I was too heavy and tired." Anna's baby came in May the year 
she started at the university and she worked with the faculty and staff 
so that she could complete the second of the two papers required after 
she returned.  
 
What has become clear to Anna after having her baby is that higher 
education is no longer something she wants to just "try." She explains 
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that "I think I now really instead of saying I'm just going to try higher 
education; I feel like I am now asking what's the next step after-
wards?" She also feels clarity in her interest in social anthropology. 
She finds the subject interesting because she is "studying how people 
are in groups." Her experience working behind the scenes of a televi-
sion show that focuses on social interactions also strengthens this in-
terest: "I think the interest became stronger after I did four or five sea-
sons of Big Brother because that is what it is. It was not in my job de-
scription; I was just operating the cameras but what soon became my 
job was knowing what these people were about to do in advance. Es-
pecially what happens with different groups of people."  
 
Anna has struggled with the transition into higher education and found 
the summer course on university learning to help. Self-discipline has 
and continues to be a challenge for her but, unlike freelancing, she at 
least feels that she gets "some guidance about what you need to do." 
She also has found it challenging in her first anthropology course be-
cause most of the texts are all in English, her second language.  
 
When she was building up the courage to enter higher education, she 
felt relieved just seeing that there was an introduction to university 
learning course offered: "that sounds like a smart thing to do because I 
don't know anything about this." Anna feels that the course might 
need to be mandatory for students like her. It has helped her build her 
confidence as have other events she has attended through her program. 
One such event was a panel discussion with previous social anthropol-
ogy graduates: "There was a person there that worked for the UN. He 
told us how he struggled with the university, and I say I'm struggling, 
and he is at the UN. I could be at the UN!"  
 
Despite worrying about the next few years in the university, she is 
now more focused and confident than ever. The path she took was not 
direct, that much is clear, but Anna is beginning to feel more confident 
in her ability and more knowledgeable about herself. Looking back 
through her educational trajectory has led to one final reflection: "I 
guess that is what I have learned through all this troubled background 
in education, that I need to be more open, that I can't be completely set 
on one goal because then I will fail."    
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8.4.2. Ragnar 
"I had failed school and stuff and I didn't really know a reason for it 
other than that I was just a screw up." 

 
Figure 32 Ragnar’s educational trajectory from upper-secondary into higher educa-
tion (participation and non-participation in the formal education system) 

 
Ragnar is a twenty-seven-year-old first-year nursing student who de-
scribed his trajectory into higher education with me. Ragnar grew up 
in Stockholm and did not graduate from upper-secondary education. 
His father attended some higher education but did not graduate, and 
instead chose to move directly into the workforce before finishing. His 
father currently works with technology design and integration for a 
large Swedish company. His mother graduated from higher education 
with a degree in teaching. She has taught most of her adult life while 
continually taking higher education courses for fun.  
 
Ragnar described his educational experiences considering his perfor-
mance: "I wasn't very good at school." This belief in his ability was 
reinforced by his grades as well as experiences moving in and out of 
educational institutions. Ragnar dropped out of his first upper-second-
ary school as the academic focus was not a right fit and he did not 
pass the necessary courses to graduate from his second one.  
 
After he did not graduate from his second upper-secondary school, 
Ragnar chose to enter military service for a year and then worked a 
variety of jobs. It was during this time period that he began to see a 
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doctor and counselors about his challenges. He was eventually diag-
nosed with depression and with Asperger's, a form of autism. This tra-
jectory, and his diagnoses have shaped his entry into higher education.  
 
When it came time to choose an upper-secondary school to attend, 
Ragnar described being pushed towards a natural science program by 
his parents: "it was more that it was pushed than I actually chose." His 
parents stressed that "I should take the natural sciences because it 
opens the most doors for higher education. Social sciences were not 
seen as a path to that really." In particular, his parents had hopes for 
him to attend a tekniska högskola, a type of higher education institu-
tion that revolves around science and technology.  
 
Despite Ragnar's initial desire to attend a social science focused up-
per-secondary school, he was convinced by his parents that attending 
a natural science program would be best. His parents constantly re-
minded him that if he did not do the natural science program, he 
would have to take a lot of science courses at komvux after graduation 
just to get into a tekniska högskola.  
 
The career guidance practitioners at his school "weren't really good." 
The advice he received from the study counselor at his school also re-
inforced his parent's arguments: "it was hard to get past the 'do you 
want to study at the university?' Then you need to study the natural 
sciences." Looking back on it, Ragnar felt his decision was framed in 
terms of, “do you want to go to the university or not?” The advice re-
inforced this: "if you don't care about the university then you can take 
whatever you want."  
 
In the end, his first choice of upper-secondary school followed his par-
ents’ desires and the advice he was provided. The reality hit them all, 
though, during his first term at the natural science focused upper-sec-
ondary school: "I started in the natural sciences which had a focus on 
mathematics but after about half a year, I realized I don't really enjoy 
mathematics. So, I dropped out."  
 
Students like Ragnar who drop out of a program in the middle of a 
school year often have a challenging time starting directly into a new 
program when they drop out. It involves finding a new school with an 
open spot and catching up on the missed curriculum. Further, he was 
not wanting to switch to another natural science program, so catching 
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up would pose more of a challenge: "technically, I could have changed 
right there and then but I would have had to catch up on a half a year 
of studies in a month or so." Instead, Ragnar "opted out of that and 
worked instead." He spent the rest of that school year working mainte-
nance before entering a new school in the following autumn.  
 
Ragnar chose a social science program because: "I really had no idea, 
I just knew I didn't like natural sciences, and I thought social sciences 
were the opposite, so I'll go with that." Once he knew he wanted to 
complete a social science program he began looking for schools that 
might be appropriate. The biggest influence for him was when he 
found a school that had a journalism program that involved interna-
tional travel: "I saw that they go away to other countries to do research 
in that program and it sounded like fun."  
 
According to Ragnar, he completed all the coursework required to 
graduate from the second upper-secondary school, but he did not pass 
French. This prevented him from graduating and being fully eligible 
for direct entry into higher education. Thus, he chose to pursue mili-
tary service instead. After one year of service in the military he 
worked as a software tester, a substitute teacher, a kindergarten assis-
tant, and as a track and field instructor.  
 
At the same time, he began investigating why he has always felt chal-
lenged with school and what he would like to pursue if he went to the 
university. He began to see a therapist as he had become depressed 
"because I had failed." This sense of failure challenged his beliefs 
about himself in general: "I had failed school and stuff and I didn't re-
ally know a reason for it other than that I was just a screw up." With 
the therapist, and later a doctor, he was diagnosed with depression and 
Asperger’s syndrome which likely has impacted his learning experi-
ences throughout life.  
 
This new-found knowledge about himself via therapy and diagnosis 
has influenced his decision making as he began to plan a path towards 
higher education. Any path he would take would involve him com-
pleting prerequisite courses at komvux prior to entering higher educa-
tion. While taking the courses necessary he also spent time exploring 
his options.  
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Ragnar ultimately decided to pursue nursing, but it was not first on the 
list: "my first choice was a teacher but that was mostly because that 
was the only thing I had ever experienced, with my mom as a teacher 
and then I did the substitute teacher job." His therapist strongly chal-
lenged this idea: "my psychologist who is very insistent--very caring 
but very strict and harsh--she basically told me that I am not going to 
like being a teacher 'you are not cut out for that.'" The therapist en-
couraged him to look into a career that would be dynamic and allow 
him to do different things with different people daily.  
The job market factored in his decision as well: "nurses are wanted, so 
there you go, let's try that."  
 
Ragnar also leaned on two other sources for information regarding his 
options and the idea of becoming a nurse. First, he met with a komvux 
counselor who reviewed his grades and helped him understand that 
despite having an interest in psychology, he would likely never be ad-
mitted: "for some reason you need to have perfect grades to go to the 
psychology program." Second, he talked to someone "who is studying 
to be a nurse and I sort of thought, I think I can do that well, I can be 
good at it." Speaking with that student “influenced me to actually ap-
ply this year rather than wait for next year and get more experience 
under my belt."  
 
Ragnar applied and was admitted to a nursing program at a local med-
ical university. He is still not confident that nursing is right for him: "I 
haven't really thought about exactly why I want to pursue nursing. It's 
been more well I have to do something." Finding something to be in-
terested in has always been a challenge for him: "I have quite narrow 
interests...if I'm not interested, I drop it."  
 
Prior to starting his nursing program in the autumn, he signed up to 
take the introduction to university learning during the summer because 
"I needed something to do so I didn't slack off and I've never had any 
course on study techniques. So, I thought it was a good time to either 
refresh or renew these things." He also hopes the class helps him build 
confidence and avoid falling back into depression. 
 
While having his diagnoses and counselor have provided clarity re-
garding why he has been challenged with school in the past, he still 
fears his ability to succeed in the university: "as soon as I fall behind, 
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everything starts crumbling, I get high levels of stress and my depres-
sion starts to creep in again." His new-found strategies from therapy 
helped him succeed at komvux though: "I was prepared, I had read the 
material, I already knew the questions I had, and I had a checklist to 
ask questions about." It is his hope that by taking the summer course 
on learning he will be able to enhance those strategies and be even 
more prepared to start nursing school. 
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8.4.3. Astrid 
“it was a random choice, like tossing the dice." 
 

 
Figure 33 Astrid’s educational trajectory from upper-secondary into higher educa-
tion (participation and non-participation in the formal education system) 

 
Astrid is a nineteen-year-old first-year art education student who de-
scribed her path into higher education. Astrid grew up in Stockholm 
with both of her parents. Both of her parents graduated from higher 
education: her father earned a degree in economics and works in the 
business sector and her mother earned a degree in teaching and in-
structs children during after-school programs. Astrid has one younger 
brother who is currently in upper-secondary education.  
 
Astrid was born with a visual disability that has challenged her ability 
to read and write throughout her educational experience. She has re-
ceived learning support throughout her trajectory and anticipates re-
ceiving similar resources during higher education. The support she re-
ceived includes audiobooks and screen readers that enable her to read 
and write. The services help "some but it is still hard."  
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When it came time for Astrid to select a program and a school to at-
tend during upper-secondary she chose a film production focused pro-
gram outside of her municipality. The process of choosing this pro-
gram and school was a bit nerve racking for her as the career guidance 
practitioners did not really support her choice: "it wasn't completely 
easy because they wanted something else than I wanted, they wanted 
me to start at the home municipality upper-secondary school." Instead, 
Astrid wanted to move to the film production school, which was out-
side of the municipality. According to Astrid, the municipality was 
pushing her to attend their upper-secondary school because fewer stu-
dents were doing so. Astrid's parents, however, were supportive of any 
choice she made. 
 
Astrid wanted to move for several reasons. First, she wanted to go 
somewhere where the peers that she had studied with were not going 
to attend. She wanted a fresh start with new people. Second, she felt 
the municipality and her friends did not let her develop as she wanted 
and that they "sort of held me back."     
 
Astrid described making an independent decision. She did meet with 
the career guidance practitioner at her school prior to making the deci-
sion, but "I didn't have any confidence in him, I didn't trust him." Her 
parents were not very engaged in the process but were supportive: "as 
usual, I got to choose by myself and they supported me."  
 
While the decision was hers, she described relying on extraordinarily 
little information or doing much exploration: "it was more just that it 
happened, I didn't want to go to the theater or acting program." In 
other words, she knew she was interested in the entertainment industry 
but had no desire to act or be on stage herself. She chose film produc-
tion primarily because she could still be involved in that field but be-
hind the camera. The limited exploration she conducted was exclu-
sively on the internet and speaking with her friends. An overarching 
goal was to go to a school outside of her municipality.  
 
Astrid enjoyed the upper-secondary school she chose, particularly the 
first year. The final two years were more challenging both academi-
cally and socially. She anticipated that upper-secondary school would 
be "something fun, something where you are freer to do and be in 
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charge." It was not the case and she described the film program as be-
ing "high stress." Regardless, Astrid persevered and graduated from 
the program without interruption.  
 
As she began to consider her future in education, she explored in a re-
markably similar way to how she did while choosing an upper-second-
ary school. That is, she did extraordinarily little exploration outside of 
looking online at her options. She ultimately decided to pursue a de-
gree in art teaching, with the goal of doing work similar to what her 
mother does. She saw her choice as a completely "random choice, like 
tossing the dice." I followed up on this by asking her if the dice had 
landed on geology would that have been her choice as well. She re-
plied: "no, ha-ha." She explained that the dice in this case would only 
be able to result in an arts-related field of study or history.  
 
Astrid states she received no guidance about this choice and that it 
was an independent, yet random, decision. While she will be starting 
her arts education program at a different university in town, Astrid 
chose to take the introduction to university learning course at another 
to help her prepare. She has received support including audio books 
during her current course and they are helpful. She is still unsure 
about how the disability services will be in higher education and how, 
if at all, they are different from those she received during her previous 
schooling. Getting the support, she needs for her disability is the big-
gest challenge she foresees going forward in higher education. She is 
hopeful with this support she will succeed as she has previously. 

8.4.4. Summary of students with disabilities findings  
These four students (including Maya) each indicate ways in which 
their disability (in the broad sense of the word) shaped their trajectory 
towards higher education. Previous research on adults with learning 
disabilities suggests that self-efficacy about academics is particularly 
relevant in these individuals’ lives (Coles, 2014). For Maya and Rag-
nar, their diagnosis came after their upper-secondary education experi-
ence. This delayed diagnosis seems to have contributed to their de-
layed enrollment into higher education and Ragnar’s upper-secondary 
education ruptures. They both reported feeling stupid and unable to 
perform well academically. This self-belief was challenged once they 
began to understand that they had a condition that impacted their abil-
ity to perform. With these diagnoses, they began to rethink their belief 
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in themselves. This likely has caused their families to rethink their 
collective beliefs as well.  
 
Astrid’s diagnosis came early in life. This likely can be a distinguish-
ing factor when considering their trajectories. Her visual disability is 
physical, and the symptoms were more easily observed by others. 
Thus, despite encountering additional challenges in relation to this dis-
ability, Astrid’s pathway was smoother than those who were diag-
nosed later in life. She had no interruption in her schooling compared 
to the others. 
 
Anna’s anxiety condition was diagnosed early but has been a recur-
ring challenge for her. Each step towards education is matched with a 
step towards anxiety. Like the stories of the three older students in the 
previous section, Anna’s experience in higher education is intricately 
linked to her role as a mother. The definition of disability is complex, 
but emotionally related conditions can, and in this case did, limit her 
ability to learn and adjust to education-related transitions. In many 
cases, learning disabilities can contribute to increased emotional dis-
tress and vice versa (L. Lane, 2017; Lundahl et al., 2017; Tomevi, 
2013). Ragnar, for example, was diagnosed with depression, which 
was linked to his internalized feelings of failure associated with learn-
ing.  
 
Anna and Elsa’s (from the older student narrative group) narratives 
also highlight another aspect of working life in late modernity(Gid-
dens, 1990): freelancing. Both discuss the challenges of obtaining off 
and on temporary work. The lack of stability and predictability associ-
ated with freelancing worked for a while when they are younger and 
single; however, once both were partnered and became parents, free-
lancing was simply not a realistic career. For Elsa, becoming a mother 
made her realize: “I can’t freelance, it is too risky, I was just not up to 
doing that with a baby.” Both were also motivated, as new parents, to 
give up the risky employment that is freelancing. They also both high-
light the experiences of youth with a rural background transitioning 
into adults living and working in urban areas.  
 
Anna’s narrative also raises many interesting points related to the mar-
ketization of education that were common themes that ran through all 
narratives regardless of group. The feeling of being a potential client 
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within a marketplace instead of a student within a school was common 
among students within each category and in previous research (Beach, 
2018; Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; Harling, 2019; Lundahl & Olofsson, 
2014; Lundahl & Olson, 2013). Anna’s description of being recruited 
with the promise of technology is seen in other narratives as well. 
Ragnar, for example, discusses how he chose his second upper-sec-
ondary school largely because they offered him international travel 
opportunities. Anna’s description of having to return the laptop she 
felt promised when she first became a student is an excellent example 
of how students can become prone to misleading offers and, in the 
end, find out the relationship they had with the school was purely 
business.  

 Summary of findings  
Possibly the clearest overall finding is that students see their transition 
between compulsory education and upper-secondary education as a 
key factor that shapes their educational trajectory into higher educa-
tion and overall life course. Connected to this is a sense that their ex-
perience of choice, or lack of choice, during upper-secondary educa-
tion is a key moment when they are first tasked with “autonomously” 
setting in motion the rest of their life. For most of these students, the 
autonomous choice they found seemed to be both boundless with a 
large array of choices and bounded with limitations, particularly in re-
lation to grades. While many students in this study stress the inde-
pendence of their decisions, they do so while describing the influences 
others have on them, namely their family and the environment (cul-
ture, structure of education system) as well. What comes across in 
these narratives, though, is that even when acknowledging the roles 
others and the environment play, they internalize their experience and 
see it as a reflection of who they are in regards to their academic and 
career potential. In fact, many students in this study point to the transi-
tion between compulsory and upper-secondary education as the first 
time in their life that they, themselves, derailed their own progress to-
wards success.  
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In addition, there are six key findings I want to highlight:  
 

1. Most of the students interviewed had enrolled in more than one 
upper-secondary education program and/or school.  

2. Most of the students did not have a traditional trajectory into 
higher education because their qualifications for entry were not 
obtained during upper-secondary education.  

3. Student experiences varied in relation to the method they had 
to take to enter higher education (komvux, folkhögskola, entry 
with upper-secondary education qualifications), their position 
along the life course (age), their socioeconomic background 
(first-generation students in particular), and if they had a disa-
bility. Often these factors overlap highlighting the intersection-
ality of experience. 

4. Decisions about upper-secondary education and their ramifica-
tions were internalized by most students, despite evidence of 
influence from others and the environment.  

5. The decision-making process these students went through re-
flects elements of both self-efficacy and collective efficacy be-
liefs, as well as culture, which each shape and are shaped by 
the trajectories students experience. Negative self-efficacy be-
liefs linger and often had to be challenged in order for these 
students to progress towards higher education.  

6. Students viewed the introduction to university learning course 
as an opportunity to ease into higher education, strengthen 
their skills, and increase their confidence. 

 Discussion 
 
Within this section I highlight themes that I find important. First, I 
consider the potential connections student narratives may have to 
three aspects of careership theory: pragmatically rational decision 
making, horizons of action, and interactions with education and career 
fields. Second, I discuss three major themes I have found from within 
the narratives: the loneliness of youth decision-making; being sent to 
market; and finding a way into higher education by rethinking self-ef-
ficacy beliefs. Lastly, I conclude this chapter. 
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8.6.1. Careership theory 
I have chosen to use elements of Careership theory (Hodkinson & 
Sparkes, 1997) to aid in the analysis of these narratives. I outline this 
theory in chapter 5. Three elements of the theory that I find particu-
larly helpful with these narratives are pragmatically rational decisions, 
horizons of action, and interactions with the education and employ-
ment fields. As I will describe next, I have found each to be useful and 
present within the narratives in this dissertation. This section is pri-
marily designed to review the concepts of careership theory that are 
evident within my discussion of the narratives.  

8.6.1.1. Pragmatically rational decisions 
Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) use the concept of pragmatically ra-
tional decisions to depict how individuals often make decisions that 
are neither technically rational nor irrational. In practice, individuals 
often use “partial information located in the familiar and the 
known…decision making was context-related, and could not be sepa-
rated from the family background, culture and life histories” (Hodkin-
son and Sparkes, 1997, p. 33). I find that this applies to the decision-
making students describe in my study.  
 
Within these narratives, student decision making strategies varied, but 
a common theme was the use of partial information, particularly that 
which is gleamed from internet search results. As Hodkinson and 
Sparkes (1997) indicate, decision making as described within student 
narratives was neither fully rational nor irrational. When discussing 
their upper-secondary education decision, students describe having a 
large amount of pressure placed on them, and in many ways, they 
sought quick answers in order to relieve the stress. This strategy can 
be seen as both rational—to relieve stress—and irrational—to base the 
decision on one search engine result page, on a bait offer such as a 
laptop or international trip, on what parents say to do, or on where 
peers were going to attend. Some students emphasize that the decision 
was purely irrational and random, but this dialogue that I had with 
Astrid hints that an inherent pragmatic rationality remains:  

“She saw her choice as a completely ‘random choice, like tossing the dice.’ I 
followed up on this by asking her if the dice had landed on geology would that 
have been her choice as well? She replied: ‘no, ha-ha.’ She explained that the 
dice in this case would only be able to result in an arts-related field of study or 
possibly history.” –Astrid’s narrative 
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It is also true that several students deny they really had a choice in the 
first place. Interestingly, the three students who strongly insisted they 
lacked agency during this process were the three male students I inter-
viewed. Some may suggest that choosing not to choose is a choice. 
My findings suggest it is more complicated than that. If we look at 
Adil’s experience, he describes having little choice in relation to his 
grades not being sufficient for entry. His grades, which he connects to 
his experience of having little support at home, left him feeling as if 
he had a very limited choice, if any at all. He describes being assigned 
to a school that was full of others who also did not have a choice. This 
raises many questions as to how this perception of the experience may 
reinforce student beliefs about themselves and their community, as 
Adil is a child of an immigrant. Other researchers suggest it is more 
complicated as well (Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al., 2016; Walther, 
2009)  
 
As stated, the three male students interviewed each suggested they 
were not given a choice:  

“Adil dismissed that he actually was able to choose an upper-secondary 
school: “I didn’t choose actually; I was one of the kids who didn’t pick a 
one.” According to Adil, he was one of the many students who for various 
reasons were not engaged in the choice process. At the time, he was focused 
on simply passing the remaining subjects in compulsory school in the first 
place. The idea of choosing an upper-secondary school was not a reality for 
him: ‘I had such bad grades in compulsory school that I really couldn’t 
choose, and I didn’t look   
into the opportunities.’”—Adil’s narrative  
 
“Like Adil, the choice of upper secondary school was perceived as much less 
of a choice and more of a destiny. Hannes recalled that ‘it was not   
much of a decision, or at least that is not how I would refer to it, I did not 
know what to do, so I did not know what to aim for’” –Hannes’ narrative 
 
“When it came time to choose an upper-secondary school to attend, Ragnar 
described being pushed towards a natural science program by his parents: ‘it 
was more that it was pushed than I actually chose.’ His parent's stressed that ‘I 
should take the natural sciences because it opens the most doors for higher ed-
ucation. Social sciences were not seen as a path to that really.’ In particular, 
his parents had hopes for him to attend a tekniska högskola, a type of higher 
education institution that revolves around science and technology.” --Ragnar’s 
narrative 
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8.6.1.2. Horizons of action 
Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) also discuss how decisions are situated 
within an individual’s horizon of action, an individual’s viewpoint in 
relation to their family’s background and habitus and the options that 
exist within the labor market. Habitus here refers to the “strategy gen-
erating principle enabling agents to cope with unforeseen and ever-
changing situations” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72). Habitus is embodied 
culture that helps shape an individual’s perceptions and actions. Es-
sentially, Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) suggest that decisions are sit-
uated by the objective labor market conditions and are seen through 
the lenses of culture that help shape perceptions of what is possible.  
 
Within their theory, they use Bourdieu’s notions (1977) of interactions 
within fields by highlighting that power within these interactions is 
distributed unevenly through a variety of different forms of capital, 
which allows for some to exert more power than others. Further, as 
habitus is the embodiment of culture, decisions and beliefs are always 
culturally infused. Research suggests that because students come from 
different family backgrounds, and their families have various levels of 
accumulated educational capital, student decision making is inherently 
unequal (Ball, 2005; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979; Hodkinson & 
Sparkes, 1997; Hultqvist, 2018; Reay et al., 2001). This is particularly 
relevant within research on first-generation university students 
(Collier & Morgan, 2008; Pascarella et al., 2005; Thomas & Quinn, 
2007). 
 
As suggested, the experiences one has growing up, one’s embodied 
culture (habitus), and access to educational capital all influence the 
student’s beliefs about themselves and their decisions. This influence 
often influences individuals in the direction of their cultural norms. In 
the narratives within this study, this can be seen with Adil and Karin, 
both being encouraged to move way from further education pursuits, 
and Eva, being encouraged to move towards the pursuit of medical 
school:  

“When Karin decided later in life to return to higher education her father was 
perplexed by the decision: ‘You have a job, why don’t you just stick to that?’ 
Karin explains her father asked, emphasizing the role and stability of work. 
He “has no education so he just wanted to work, and he thinks it is good 
enough, that just to do a job is good enough.’” –Karin’s narrative 
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“Though he was determined to finish upper secondary, his family was not 
supportive of the idea. Adil shared that his father did not ‘really get why I 
think I should really finish the education; he did not then and still doesn’t get 
that, he says well why don’t you just work?’ Adil was determined though, 
stating that ‘I can’t be one of the guys who doesn’t even finish at a high 
school.’” –Adil’s narrative 
 
“Eva’s pathway through education and her later decision to attend higher edu-
cation was both a personal and externally influenced decision: ‘it is just 
me…and of course upbringing with my parents and sister and brother, well it 
is sort of the culture in our family…but the decision was mine.’ This individ-
ual yet collective decision process to go to the university mimics the one she 
had while deciding which academic and career interests she had twenty years 
before. She ultimately landed on the idea of becoming a physician, the career 
role both of her parents played: ‘it was the natural choice in our family I 
guess, sort of what I’ve thought about since I was a kid.’ It was not just their 
influence; however, it was also that: ‘I was interested, it wasn’t   
simply that my parents tried to persuade me or anything.’ It was more subtle 
influence according to Eva: ‘it was what I had heard about in all the family 
discussions, you know, the talk in the kitchen.’” –Eva’s narrative 

8.6.1.3. Interactions with education and employment fields 
Finally, Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) suggest that interactions with 
education and employment fields play a significant role in shaping the 
decisions individuals make and the directions their lives take. They 
suggest that careers are an on-going process of transactions between 
agents and social structures that shape each other. They also stress that 
these interactions involve power-imbalances, as individuals do not 
have the same access to or same amount of capital. Throughout the 
narratives in my research, students describe interactions with individu-
als from the education and career fields. A finding within the present 
study, which I will discuss further later in this chapter, is the limited 
interactions students had or pursued with career guidance practition-
ers. Many students within this study also describe workplace interac-
tions that shaped their decision making, particularly the decision re-
lated to higher education:  

“She also feels clarity in her interest in social anthropology. She finds the sub-
ject interesting because she is ‘studying how people are in groups.’ Her expe-
rience working behind the scenes of a television show that focuses on social 
interactions also strengthens this interest: ‘I think the interest became stronger 
after I did four or five seasons of Big Brother because that is what it is. It was 
not in my job description; I was just operating the cameras but what soon be-
came my job was knowing what these people were about to do in advance. Es-
pecially what happens with different groups of people.’" –Anna’s narrative 
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“One potential career for her only entered her frame of view because of her 
workplace interactions with occupational therapists. Her interactions with 
these therapists opened her eyes to the possibility, as they saw potential in her 
and in some ways gave her confidence to even consider it. Speaking and 
working with them made occupational therapy seem both interesting and pos-
sible: ‘I think I could like it and be good at it, so yeah, it felt like a natural step 
kind of.’ With this, she began the process of entering formal higher education 
for the first time.”—Elsa’s narrative 

 
As I have detailed, I find that careership theory connects well with the 
findings in this study. Previous research on educational and career de-
cision making from within the Swedish context have found it to be 
particularly useful as well (Dahlstedt et al., 2018; Holm, 2013; 
Hultgren, 2009; Lundahl et al., 2017). A benefit of careership theory 
is that it strongly emphasizes the role of culture within the decision-
making process. It does so by using the concept of habitus, but in my 
view does not provide for differing measures of beliefs and percep-
tions, which interact with culture to direct the decision-making pro-
cess. With this in mind, I connect a number of the findings to social 
cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001) as well, where I find the concepts of 
self-efficacy and collective efficacy to be equally relevant to the no-
tion of culture (habitus) that they emphasize.  
 
In the next subsections, I diverge from my focus on careership to ad-
dress themes I have found to be central within these narratives. 
Throughout this discussion I will connect earlier research and theory. 
As stated before, there are a significant number of findings and themes 
that I could focus on within this discussion; however, I have chosen 
three major themes to highlight: the loneliness of youth decision-mak-
ing; being sent to market; and finding a way into higher education by 
rethinking self-efficacy beliefs.  

8.6.2. The loneliness of youth decision making 

“I was on my own. Full stop.” – Adil’s narrative 
 

Students within this study describe a lonely process of upper-second-
ary education decision making. Students in my study and those partic-
ipating in others within Sweden describe a transition into upper-sec-
ondary education that involves a lack of guidance, a plethora of op-
tions, confusing information, and targeted marketing (Holm, 2013; 
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Hultgren, 2009; Lundahl et al., 2017). Students in my study describe 
facing a large amount of pressure associated with their individual re-
sponsibility to explore and choose the right career track, program, and 
school within a complex market of options. Students felt that even if 
they had support, which many of them did not, the pressure was on 
them as an autonomous individual youth. Multiple studies have found 
this to be a common experience among Swedish youth (Beach, 2018; 
Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; Dahlstedt et al., 2018; Holm, 2013; Holm & 
Lundahl, 2019; Hultgren, 2009; Lindgren & Lundahl, 2010; Lundahl, 
2002; Lundahl et al., 2013, 2017; Lundahl & Nilsson, 2009; Lundahl 
& Olson, 2013).  
 
In many ways, students in my study describe this experience as if it 
were a test of their ability to be autonomous, to be responsible, and to 
show promise as a future adult in Swedish society. Accordingly, it 
seems that a cultural mark of success as a Swedish adult depends on 
one’s individual ability to make autonomously responsible choices 
within a market and to autonomously manage the consequences of 
said choices. The results from my study suggests this is also the case 
as a Swedish youth. Previous research suggests that this is a cultural 
expectation, which is heavily pushed from within the family (Gurdal 
& Sorbring, 2019; Liljestrom, 2003) and by the state and education 
system (Hertzberg, 2015; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014). Further, Berg-
gren and Trägårdh (2010, 2015) suggest that it is a cultural notion 
within Swedish children’s literature where characters of children such 
as Pippi Longstocking are depicted as autonomous individuals, man-
aging their own lives without dependency on state or family.  
 
Neoliberalism is a political philosophy that has impacted the structure, 
curriculum, and support services provided to students within the Swe-
dish education system(Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019). The philosophy re-
volves around a narrative that suggests society is best organized when 
decisions and policy give greater autonomy to individuals to shape 
their own lives. A key way of doing this is to foster competition and 
choice opportunities within public services.  
 
These two lines of narrative also coincide with research on adoles-
cence that suggests yearning for autonomy and independence from 
parents and authority is a very dominant desire during this stage of the 
life course (Arnett, 2000; Lin & Scott, 2001). In the 1960s and 1970s, 
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Sweden granted greater rights to children and youth in an effort to lib-
erate them from the bounds of their family (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 
2010). Youth are seen as citizens and afforded similar autonomous 
rights. These rights are welcomed by youth who have a strong and 
strong desire to direct their own path and break free from parents and 
authority (Olivari, Wahn, Maridaki-Kassotaki, Antonopoulou, & 
Confalonieri, 2015; Schmitt-Rodermund & Vondracek, 1999). 
 
The stress of having been thrust into autonomous youth status for 
many students was often initially welcomed with open arms and ex-
citement. “Finally!” Many must have thought, at the age of 15, they 
were going to be able to chart their course in life. The reality the stu-
dents found was that their autonomy was both lonely and restricted. 
This was particularly the case for first-generation university students:   

“I had no support, no academic support from my family or my friends or that 
kind of stuff. As I said, I was studying at a very distant place, it is kind of 
tragic when you think about it.” –Adil’s narrative  
 
“Determining what to aim for has been a chief challenge in Hanne’s young 
adulthood. Since he did not feel like he would fit in the Swedish education 
system, he pursued another path: the military. This too seemed to be mired by 
destiny though, as he soon found that the path towards the Swedish military 
runs directly through the Swedish school system. To join the military, accord-
ing to Hannes, he would have to first graduate from upper-secondary. He 
hated this, and instead of moving quickly into a new upper-secondary pro-
gram, he looked to the United States and then France in hopes of enlisting into 
an armed force.”--Hannes’ narrative 

 
In my study, it seems the pressure to be and/or to be perceived as an 
autonomous youth is of particular cultural importance. The cultural 
importance is pushed through the family, the state, and is marked in 
the life course by a transition regime that divides parental and youth 
decision making at the age of 15. These factors contribute to the 
lonely experience youth had while making decisions. Three sub-
themes revolve around this loneliness: lack of guidance; the hidden 
need for support; the collective and the talk in the kitchen.  

8.6.2.1. Lack of guidance  

“they kind of just gave us basic information…I don’t think they have that 
much knowledge about it…they will tell you that you will have to look that up 
on the internet” – Dora’s narrative 
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Most students that I interviewed described either a lack of guidance or 
a lack of quality in guidance leading up to their upper-secondary edu-
cation decision making. At the same time, many of the same students 
describe being reluctant to pursue guidance even when it was accessi-
ble. A review of the narratives suggests that these two are linked by 
the encounters students describe having with “guidance.”  
 
Many students describe their interactions with career guidance practi-
tioners negatively. Most students in this study describe being “guided” 
towards their own individual responsibility. When students met with 
their career guidance practitioners prior to their upper-secondary edu-
cation decisions, they describe guidance as a painful reminder of how 
alone they were in the process. According to these students, the career 
guidance experience involved being guided:   

1. through a review of their grades  
2. to a list of options those grades allow them to consider  
3. towards the internet to do their own independent research  
4. to an understanding that they are autonomous individuals re-

sponsible for their own exploration, guidance, choices, results, 
and consequences 

5. to the door 
 
Taking earlier research into consideration (Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; 
Hooley et al., 2019), the students’ experiences may also reflect several 
factors associated with neoliberal policy that are not fully within the 
career counselor’s control. Career guidance practitioners are possibly 
the most visible school-based representatives of a market-based sys-
tem that places a large responsibility on youth. From a student’s per-
spective, career guidance practitioners may become the human face of 
the neoliberal education model and market with which they interact. 
Sultana (2018), for example, suggests that career guidance increas-
ingly mediates the relationship between individuals and the state, a 
state that in many international contexts is no longer an individual’s 
stable partner within a social contract (Bauman, 2000). This has oc-
curred in Sweden to some degree, as I detail in chapters 2 and 3.  
 
This frustration may also reflect a moment of realization for Swedish 
youth who are for the first-time having interactions with a state-sanc-
tioned marketplace where they, alone, as an autonomous youth, are 
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largely responsible. The counseling students describe was both com-
pletely impersonal and entirely personal. Counselors impersonally 
highlighted the student’s personal successes and failures (grades), de-
scribed the options they personally must choose from, directed them 
to conduct more online research on their own, and reinforced how stu-
dents were personally responsible for the results.  
 
 
This, coupled with evidence that suggests that Swedish career guid-
ance practitioners lack the resources and time to supply the quality 
guidance needed (European Commission, 2018a; Hultgren, 2009; 
Lundahl & Nilsson, 2009), suggests that there may be behavioral alli-
ances developing through interactions of neoliberal philosophy/policy, 
Swedish cultural notions/policy related to autonomous youth, and ca-
reer-counselor workplace survival. Each of which are situated within 
the temporal conditions of late modernity (Giddens, 1990, 1991; 
Hultgren, 2009) which both shape and are shaped by these aspects.  
 
Within a work environment where demands outweigh resources, 
counselors may be accepting their inability to provide the level of 
guidance necessary due to their own workplace survival needs. This 
release of professional and ethical responsibility by counselors, if the 
students’ depictions are accurate, may align quite well with neoliberal 
policies in place and cultural narratives of autonomous Swedish youth. 
The result may be a necessary release of responsibility from overbur-
dened career guidance practitioners but also a strengthening of youth 
loneliness as they enter a competitive educational market of choices. 
Many students in this study left their, often rushed and impersonal, 
counseling meeting with a greater sense of being both alone and re-
sponsible for navigating their ship through a sea of options and a pred-
atory market. Sultana (2018) suggests that going against neoliberal 
policies while experiencing increased workplace demands makes it 
challenging for counselors to use their own sense of agency in order to 
resist and/or make changes to practice. 

8.6.2.2. The hidden need for support 

“I kind of wanted to have some sort of guidance from someone but you had to 
book an appointment and they didn’t really help that much”—Johanna’s nar-
rative 
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Students within my research depict a genuine reluctance to seek career 
guidance. Even years later, when students told me they actually 
needed career guidance, they still found ways to suggest they did not 
need it: “I’m kind of a shy person so I wouldn’t go asking for help or 
talking to anyone about it, I’m very good at doing research on my 
own”—Dora’s narrative. Similar notions can be found within previous 
research (Holm, 2013; Hultgren, 2009; Lundahl et al., 2017; Lundahl 
& Nilsson, 2009; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014). Their experiences with 
career guidance prior to upper-secondary strengthened these notions. 
Students primarily connected their reluctance to three things:  

1. limited access to career guidance 
2. earlier experiences with career guidance that were unhelpful 

and/or directed youth to figure it out on their own 
3. a sense, or a need to appear, that they are an autonomous 

youth/individual who does not need/want support and/or does 
not need/want to be told what to do 

 
These three findings connect with earlier research that also finds that 
Swedish career guidance staff are overburdened and unable to provide 
the quality guidance necessary (European Commission, 2018a; Holm, 
2013; Hultgren, 2009; Lundahl & Nilsson, 2009), that overburdened 
staff place a focus on teaching students self-reliance and tacitly dis-
courage student contact in order to handle other duties (Holm, 2013), 
that Swedish career guidance policies, curriculum, and training focus 
on making youth autonomous decision makers within a competitive 
market (Hertzberg, 2015; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014), and that a com-
mon, and a particularly strong notion among Swedish youth revolves 
around notions of them being strong, independent individuals capable 
of making responsible and logical career decisions on their own 
(Holm, 2013; Hultgren, 2009).  
 
Career guidance practitioners face an increasingly difficult task of 
providing academic and career information, individual guidance, or-
ganizing related educational events for students, and often serving as a 
key actor in the school’s marketing campaigns (Hultgren, 2009). Ca-
reer guidance within Sweden has been criticized previously for not 
providing the quality and continuous guidance necessary, and career 
guidance practitioners themselves have written the Swedish govern-
ment about a lack of resources, time, and competencies necessary to 
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best support students (European Commission, 2018a). Previous re-
search also suggests that students are not being provided the level of 
guidance that is necessary for students to make informed decisions 
within the complex educational marketplace they encounter (Beach, 
2018; Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; Hultgren, 2009; Lundahl et al., 2013; 
Lundahl & Nilsson, 2009; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014).  
 
When I interviewed these students, I asked them particularly about 
school-based support and/or career guidance. My analysis of these 
narratives suggests that their reluctance to use career guidance likely 
reflects a broader strategy of avoiding public interactions with support 
in general. My findings suggest, as Hultgren (2009) found with career 
guidance, that there may be a stigma against seeking public displays 
of guidance in general. My use of the term public here is important 
within this finding. Students in this study, and earlier findings (Hult-
gren, 2009), seem to particularly avoid interactions with support if it 
may be known or seen by peers or the society at large. This was par-
ticularly the case while youth were making upper-secondary education 
decisions.  
 
Again, this does not seem to be related only to seeking career guid-
ance but also to displaying any evidence of dependency in public. This 
notion of maintaining strict delineations between public and private 
interactions and displays of dependency have been a particularly 
strong finding within cultural research on Swedes (H. Berggren & 
Trägårdh, 2015; Daun, 2006). Daun (2006) finds that Swedes “draw a 
remarkably strict line between private life and nonprivate” (p. 50). 
Daun (2006) and others (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2010; Gurdal & 
Sorbring, 2019; Sorbring & Gurdal, 2011) also find that Swedish par-
ents frequently raise their children and youth to meet societal expecta-
tions for self-sufficiency. Daun (2006) goes onto suggest that Swedes 
are socialized to develop a protective boundary around their private 
life because it “safeguards integrity and ensures the individual of a 
feeling of independence from the outside world” (p. 72). In my view, 
these cultural dynamics likely do play a role in strengthening the ten-
dency for Swedish youth to avoid public displays of dependency. This 
also may play a role in counselor perceptions of youth and their deliv-
ery of support. 
 
Hultgren (2009) found Swedish students describe their peers who used 
support such as career guidance as weak, immature, and those who 
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“can’t find out things for themselves” (p. 119). To rely on others, and 
not be a fully autonomous youth in relation to their educational trajec-
tories was depicted as a cultural failure. I, like Hultgren (2009), argue 
that while this likely has links to embedded Swedish culture, this is 
also a much more broadly connected phenomenon. My findings sug-
gest that this sense of failure in being autonomous is connected to 
many different aspects of life within late modernity where technology 
and globalization have reshaped the nature of work as has the domi-
nance of neoliberal philosophy (Atkinson, 2010; France, 2007; 
Giddens & Pierson, 1997; Young, 2007).  
 
According to Daun (2006), Swedes often maintain a strict divide be-
tween the private and public sphere. Displays of intimacy, depend-
ency, or vulnerability are to only be displayed in private and those dis-
plays must not be made public (Daun, 2006). Students in my research 
seemed to be following similar cultural tendencies. Many in my study 
suggest that if they felt a need for career guidance support, they kept 
this hidden. If their need for support was shown to the world, it was 
carefully shown behind closed doors to a strategically limited number 
of family members.  
 
This notion of hiding behind closed doors links to notions of the 
household, where one has doors to hide behind. With these youth, the 
doors they had to hide behind left them looking to their family mem-
bers. This highlights how experiences of youth decision making are 
inherently unequal as support at home, where one would go to hide 
behind a need for career guidance, varied throughout the 11 narratives. 
The type of advice given also varied. In the case of first-generation 
students, the advice was to quit already, do not bother with more 
school. This left these students feeling particularly isolated as they, 
unlike others, had no advocates to hide behind closed doors with. 
Their situations required them to lean much more heavily on their 
peers.  
 
This experience of hiding behind closed doors out of shame, fear, and 
need for career guidance was particularly evident when things went 
wrong, when the expectations of their abilities as an autonomous 
youth proved misleading. A result seems to be a realization that they 
made a mistake, that they failed at a key part of being an autonomous 
youth within the market of life. Whereas they had often aimed to hide 
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their need for support from the public, when things went wrong, most 
students experienced a very public display of failure, an educational 
rupture. 
 
Research on child and youth development also suggests that adoles-
cence is a time when youth seek both actual autonomy and the percep-
tion by peers that they have autonomy and distance from parents and 
other authorities (Bynner, 2005; Luciana, 2010). Displays of depend-
ency during adolescence go against ingrained sociocultural narratives 
and biological tendencies (Lin & Scott, 2001; Luciana, 2010). Avoid-
ing displays of dependency during adolescence is likely among stu-
dents within many cultural contexts. Neoliberal narratives of auton-
omy, decentralization, and choice seem to directly align with adoles-
cent urges to break away from centralized authority and direct their 
lives (Hooley et al., 2019; Primrose. et al., 2018). Neoliberal philoso-
phy has been particularly prevalent internationally, shaping and being 
shaped by the conditions present within late modernity (France, 2007; 
O’Brien et al., 2014; Young, 2007).  
 
These factors, however, do not reduce the roles likely being played by 
the comparatively strong individualistic views held by Swedes (World 
Values Survey, 2014) and the sociocultural narratives of Swedish au-
tonomous individualism (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). Swedish 
sociocultural lines of narrative about autonomous children and youth 
(H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2010), possibly connected to similar no-
tions associated with earlier depictions of autonomous Vikings and 
peasants (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2010, 2015), also align quite 
nicely with notions put forward by both neoliberal philosophy 
(Dawson, 2013) and the common adolescent desires to break free and 
chart their own course in life (Lin & Scott, 2001). It is likely that, 
based on my findings, the three interact to strengthen the fear and re-
luctance for seeking public displays of support.  
 
My analysis suggests that it is likely a blend, among other factors, of 
the Swedish, the neoliberal, and the adolescent that fuels a policy 
based on autonomous youth/individuals that is unrealistic and, at 
times, unethical. These narratives influence student pursuit of career 
guidance. These narratives likely suggest, as Hultgren (2009) finds, 
that only weak youth need career guidance. These narratives also 
shape career guidance staff strategies and the policy shaping their sup-
port efforts (Hultgren, 2009). 
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The problem, with each of these lines of narrative (the Swedish, the 
neoliberal, and the adolescent) is that students in this study do indeed 
show they need support. They suggest they need support even when 
they say they do not. Their trajectories show they could use support 
even when these lines of narrative and the policies they influence may 
suggest otherwise. Every student within my study described a need for 
support. They chose to take the introduction to university learning 
course particularly because they felt a need for support. 
 
Despite needing support, students, particularly younger ones, describe 
not seeking counseling, not listening to advice, and not taking steps to 
explore. Comparing the narratives of older students and younger stu-
dents suggests that a degree of reflection takes place along the life 
course as students mature and have other life experiences. It may be 
that students entering higher education are more willing to take part in 
a public display of dependency/support via a course at the university. 
It may also be that this form of support is less threatening to students 
as it is both voluntary and collective. Daun (2006) stresses that while 
Swedes avoid individual small talk, his research suggests that they 
seek sameness and commonality through voluntary membership with 
others in similar situations. It may be that this voluntary course allows 
students to connect with others who are in the “same boat.” This 
sameness and feeling of community may decrease loneliness, fear, and 
a reluctance to seek individualized support that may display an indi-
vidualized dependency.  
 
Students seem to have a need for more communal support within a 
culture, policy structure, and life stage (adolescence) that pushes au-
tonomous individualism. All of which are enhanced by the nature of 
late modernity (Giddens & Pierson, 1997). This need for communal 
support, particularly through career guidance, was often hidden and/or 
repressed. It is also clear from these narratives that strong strands of 
collectivity are present alongside the experiences of loneliness. 

8.6.2.3. The collective and the talk in the kitchen 
These narratives suggest that student trajectories are influenced not 
only by student beliefs about themselves but also by their family’s 
collective efficacy beliefs. Bandura (2000) defines collective efficacy 
as people’s “shared beliefs in their collective power to produce desired 
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results” (p. 75). Students in this study often describe their family’s be-
liefs as collective, organized, and both influential and influenceable. 
The result is that some felt that they had to often go up against these 
collective beliefs in which they are associated through interaction 
group membership. Students were both shaped by and had a role in re-
shaping these collective belief structures. 

“Despite Ragnar's initial desire to attend a social science focused upper-sec-
ondary school, he was convinced via his parents that attending a natural sci-
ence program would be best. His parents consistently reminded him that if he 
didn't do the natural science program, he would have to take a lot of science 
courses at komvux after graduation just to get into a tekniska högskola.” –
Ragnar’s narrative  
 
“Prior to choosing the natural science program she knew she didn’t like sci-
ence, but the advice she received was also positive towards her decision: ‘my 
older sister and my father thought I should study natural science because it 
was good and then you can choose anything you want after.’ Her father and 
sister were the only two direct family members she has who had attended 
higher education, so she listened closely to their advice.” –Elsa’s narrative  

 
Collective efficacy beliefs influenced these students in connection to 
their self-efficacy beliefs. Both of which were shaped by a variety of 
experiences students had along their trajectories. Both Ragnar and 
Elsa for example did not do well at their natural science program and 
this experience seemed to lower their self-efficacy beliefs as well as 
those of the collective in regard to natural science options. Ultimately, 
both the collective and the individual beliefs adjusted accordingly. 
Both students ended up pursuing a different program.  
 
It seems that collective-efficacy particularly shapes the decisions par-
ents make for the child prior to upper-secondary education and the be-
lief in the family’s ability to help the child succeed at a certain school 
that has a certain profile. This collective belief is always associated 
with individual self-efficacy beliefs within the collective (Bandura, 
2000). Likewise, my findings suggest that the transition into upper-
secondary education is very much shaped by an interaction between a 
student’s self-efficacy and that of their family’s collective efficacy in 
relation to certain academic subjects and careers.  
 
These collective beliefs interact with and are often challenged by the 
beliefs individuals hold about their academic and career abilities. This 
indicates that there is dynamic interaction in which self-efficacy and 
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collective-efficacy beliefs shape and are shaped by each other. Often 
students described being influenced by these collective beliefs despite 
stressing that they were not influenced by them. 
 
A second component that is evident throughout these narratives that is 
related to family and upbringing is culture. Eva highlights this beauti-
fully:  

“it wasn’t simply that my parents tried to persuade me, it was what I had 
heard about in all of the family discussions growing up, you know, the talk in 
the kitchen.” –Eva’s narrative 

 
The talk in the kitchen, or culture, seems to interact with both sets of 
beliefs (self and collective). In essence, I suggest that all three shape 
and are shaped by each other. Students in this study detail how they 
often had to rely on their self-efficacy belief to counteract collective 
family beliefs as well as a variety of cultural aspects.  
 
Research suggests that students in this study were likely exposed to 
strong notions of autonomous individualism and autonomous youth 
throughout their childhood, from the children’s books they were read 
(H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2010), the curriculum they were taught at 
school, the laws that protect their independent rights as children, the 
parenting styles, and the sociocultural history they learned along the 
way. They also were likely exposed to cultural notions of collectivity 
and solidarity that stressed the importance of sameness within close-
knit social groups (Daun, 1991, 2006; Petersson, 2012). 
 
Students also brought a variety of cultural memories, experiences, and 
backgrounds (rural vs urban, socioeconomic status, parent educational 
experience, immigrant background, etc.). As they progressed on their 
educational trajectory, this culture was always with them and were al-
ways shaping and being shaped by their experiences. Many of these 
students, while Swedish, were exposed to multicultural norms and 
narratives. Students like Adil and Maya often negotiated cultural 
norms and expectations associated with their parents who were immi-
grants to Sweden. This culture they are exposed to in their collective 
interacts with the culture they are socialized to respect in Swedish so-
ciety. This consistent interaction of cultural norms and expectations 
also interacts with both their self-efficacy beliefs and the collective 
beliefs they are associated with.  
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Throughout their life, these students have interacted with narratives 
that they shape and that have shaped them. The narratives have done 
the same to Sweden, the welfare state, and the education system. 
Agents such as students and social structures such as the education 
system are both product and producer of these narratives. One domi-
nant strand of narrative revolves around autonomous individualism: 
tales of independent, rugged, and self-reliant Vikings sailing forth into 
the sea without state or family, stories of autonomously rugged peas-
ants peacefully interacting with a strong state to gain rights to freely 
manage his or her own lands, and depictions of strong, independent, 
and responsible children and youth such as Pippi Longstocking, who 
thrive on their own without state or family (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 
2010, 2015). These students interact with Swedish sociocultural no-
tions that are embedded within the narratives provided by the society 
in which they hope to ultimately be seen as a good citizen.  
 
These cultural notions align with the educational structure, curricu-
lum, and transition regime that each place an importance on the libera-
tion of children from their parents at the age of 15. It is at this age, at 
this time along the Swedish life course, that these students have been 
taught they will become the captain of their autonomous ship. It is 
through a variety of cultural influences both internal and external to 
the family that students come to learn the importance of their ability to 
navigate their own ship while being sent to market. 

8.6.3. Being sent to market 

“I don’t know what I like! … it was rather daunting, to choose something that 
was going to affect you for the rest of your life, at that age as well”—Jo-
hanna’s narrative 

 
The early 1990s education reforms gave parents and youth more per-
sonal choice, responsibility, flexibility, pressure, freedom, and conse-
quences. At the same time, the changes in the law seem to have both 
enhanced youth agency via choice and exacerbated challenges youth 
have within the Swedish system. A particularly jarring experience for 
students in my study relates to the competitive educational market the 
system thrusts them into at the age of 15.  
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Most students in my study were tasked with navigating and interacting 
with a competitive market where they are both the consumer and the 
consumed (Beach, 2018). Students in Sweden receive a “gift-certifi-
cate” (school voucher) by the state and are given the freedom to 
choose schools. Students found that it was also a heavy burden.  
 
Within my study, Johanna describes the process of choosing a school 
as “terrible,” Hannes remembers there being very little guidance but a 
significant amount of marketing, Ragnar chose his second upper-sec-
ondary school as a result of a successful bait offer from a school that 
provided international travel, and Anna recalled being recruited much 
more as a client than a student to two for-profit schools, one of which 
became the third upper-secondary school she attended. Students in 
previous studies also describe the Swedish educational choice process 
negatively (Beach, 2018; Holm, 2013; Walther, 2009) and suggest 
they encounter a market that is infused with competitive recruitment 
tactics including bait offers of technology and international travel 
(Dahlstedt & Harling, 2017; Harling, 2019; Holm & Lundahl, 2019; 
Lundahl et al., 2013).  
 
Without the support or skills necessary to evaluate and understand the 
complex market of options, most students in my study describe doing 
their best just to pick anything that may work. These were pragmati-
cally rational decisions because they were not fully rational or fully ir-
rational. The decisions were similarly not fully autonomous or fully 
determined externally. Students for example share that they were sus-
ceptible to marketing tactics and were influenced to attend schools 
based by bait offers: 

“I saw that they go away to other countries to do research in that program and 
it sounded like fun.” -Ragnar’s narrative 

 

“at the time, it was really just I got my own computer! It was a laptop even!” 
–Anna’s narrative 

 

8.6.3.1. Abilities and agency 

“Hannes remembers there being extraordinarily little guidance regarding the 
choice of high school other than a lot of marketing from the various schools. 
Like Adil, Hannes perceives that there was little interest in guiding him since 
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he performed so poorly in grammar school: “I guess they looked at my grades 
and thought oh no, not worth me wasting my time on this guy.” This is a sen-
timent echoed by Karin as well.” – Hannes’ narrative 

 
A paradox, or perhaps a duality exists within these narratives related 
to the nature of student agency. Most students in this study describe 
themselves as being a strongly autonomous youth/individuals but ones 
who are unable to make autonomous choices due to their abilities. Stu-
dents in my study discussed these abilities not as one element of who 
they are/were as a person, but for every one of these students their 
abilities reflected the core of who they are and the worth they have 
within the marketplace that is the Swedish education system. Their 
abilities had been measured, and their measurements are what matters. 
The measurements are the currency that determines the amount of 
agency they have available within the market. Beach (2018) suggests 
this is the context in which Swedish students interact both within the 
market and classroom. 
 
The measurement of ability in this case were twofold: their grades (ac-
ademic abilities) and their educational trajectory (autonomous deci-
sion-making and navigation). Every student I interviewed initially 
used grades to define who they were and are. They believed that their 
grades gave them an identity that determines the amount of agency 
they were granted within the market. The interactions throughout their 
trajectories often focused on their academic abilities as measured by 
grades. The choices available for them to consider were based on 
these abilities. Students, in turn, internalized guilt and shame based on 
their apparent inability to perform (grades), to make career decisions 
based on a limited number of options that are determined by their abil-
ities (grades), and to manage this all on their own at the age of fifteen. 
The “messy” trajectories that many of them experienced seemed to be 
another “grade” they received based on their abilities to be an autono-
mous youth. Lundahl et al. (2013) also found that students internalized 
these messy trajectories as failures, and it limited their ability to de-
velop prospective career identities. 
 
Younger students within my study were particularly negative about 
the career guidance they received. They stress how the conversation 
they had was short, limited to discussing grades, and how they were 
directed to handle the rest of the exploration on their own. Younger 
students also interacted within a more meritocratic system than their 
older peers. Starting in 2011, the system placed significantly higher 
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burdens on student performance for admission into upper-secondary 
education programs. Before the reforms passed in 2011, students, re-
gardless of career track choice, only had to pass three courses (mathe-
matics, English, and Swedish) to enter directly into upper-secondary 
education. After the 2011 reforms, students applying to enter a higher 
education preparatory program had to pass eight courses and those en-
tering a vocational program had to pass twelve courses to be eligible. 
Students who do not are required to choose an introductory program 
to complete prior to entering upper-secondary education (Nylund & 
Rosvall, 2019; Nylund et al., 2017). Thus, this change at the system 
level forces students and career guidance practitioners alike to pay in-
creased attention to grades, which seems to be reflected in my find-
ings.  
 

8.6.3.2. The autonomous expectations behind a gift-certificate 
(school voucher)  

“if you had a bad experience…or you feel like it was one, it is always your 
choice”—Dora’s narrative 
 

Being sent to market was initially exciting for these students. At the 
age of 15, these students felt as if the right to make an autonomous 
school choice is like being given a gift-certificate to freedom. The 
gift-certificate gives youth a sense of power in their ability to direct 
their futures. This school voucher is the first of many such gift-certifi-
cates they will be given along their life course and autonomous adult-
hood.  
 
What this gift-certificate certifies is that a handover of both autonomy 
and responsibility has taken place. Once received, this gift-certificate 
enables the recipient to determine the best gift to buy and removes the 
burden of responsibility from the giver’s hands. It is therefore the re-
cipient and not the giver who will be most subject to the rules, con-
straints, and limitations within the market in which it must be used.  
 
What happens when the gift-certificate giver in this case is a state and 
the recipient is a fifteen-year-old youth? In my study, I found that the 
results can be troubling. Many of the students in my study felt they 
spent their gift certificate “incorrectly” and quickly found themselves 
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paying a price. These students bought the wrong product, and because 
of this, they needed to figure themselves out before they try again.  
After all, youth in Sweden make autonomous decisions. The educa-
tional rhetoric, policy, and career guidance all stress this. It is also 
what many students emphasize themselves: “…It is always your 
choice…” as Dora suggests.  
 
This notion of a gift-certificate, like a school voucher, also implies 
that the market is regulated to the extent necessary to ensure an equal 
and fair experience for the receiver of such a gift-certificate. If not, 
why would it be considered a gift? After all, in this case, the state 
hands the gift-certificates (school vouchers) to youth at the age of fif-
teen. What students find, and what I have found in this study, is that 
the element of choice associated with such gift-certificates is both lim-
ited and misleading. The notions of freedom, autonomy, and flexibil-
ity inherent within a gift-certificate seem to be the focus within popu-
lar discourse. In my view, the fine-print students did not understand 
was that the gift-certificate came with a lack of support and a return 
policy that was designed to protect businesses within the market, not 
the consumers at the age of fifteen. The gift-certificate, in this case, is 
at least as much of a gift to the market as it is to the youth.  
 
The school voucher in this case acts in a comparable manner to a gift-
certificate in that it creates distances first between the state and the 
family and second, at the age of fifteen, maintains such distance be-
tween the state and the individual. In between the gift giver, the state 
in this case, lies the medium in which individuals and families use the 
vouchers to make a purchase: the market. Student narratives in this 
study highlight how the Swedish state, through the education system, 
has transferred responsibility into the hands of both families and the 
youth. The market is the facilitator of such distance.  

8.6.3.3. Digitally supplied horizons of action  

“just Google” –Karin’s narrative  
 

The lack of guidance shown within these narratives points to another 
alarming concern that does not seem to be considered by career guid-
ance staff who direct students to figure things out themselves online. 
As I suggested earlier in chapters two and three, the internet that ex-
isted ten to twenty years ago is not what we and these students en-
counter on a daily basis. The internet is no longer a service one logs 
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into and out of, it is a consistent presence within these students’ lives 
via mobile devices and the thousands of tracked interactions they have 
yearly (Zuboff, 2019). 
 
When students are directed to do their own autonomous exploration 
on the internet, it is similar to when they are directed to do the same at 
school “information” fairs (Harling, 2019). Both remain largely unreg-
ulated despite some attempts by the Swedish government to redirect 
school fairs in the direction of “information” (Dahlstedt & Harling, 
2017; Harling, 2019). Harling’s (2019) study found that despite efforts 
to clamp down on the amount of “sales” going on within the school 
fairs, a principal suggests that only 10% of the event is designed to in-
form whereas the remainder is pure marketing (p. 175). Similarly, the 
rapid growth of educational business ventures (Erixon Arreman & 
Holm, 2011) and their domination over search results online 
(Educations Media Group, n.d.) seems to indicate that students are in-
teracting with marketing more than the information career guidance 
practitioners may assume.  
 
Today, a significant amount of the information we “find” online is ac-
tually pushed upon us (Zuboff, 2019). Search results, ads, videos, and 
more are personally tailored to us based on the digital footprints we 
leave online (Zuboff, 2019). The nature of the internet may also limit 
student exploration and have social justice implications. If search re-
sults, ads, and videos are often based on demographics, location, ear-
lier searches, and the thousands of interactions youth have online on a 
regular basis, algorithms may only present students with a limited, tar-
geted, and tailored view of their options. This marketized view, or dig-
itally supplied horizon of action, may target youth with programs and 
schools that fit the online profile associated with their interactions.  
 
Since one’s daily interactions are influenced by their culture, or habi-
tus to use Bourdieu (1977), behaviors tracked online are likely directly 
reflective of their educational and cultural capital. Their interactions 
are thus likely highly indicative of a variety of characteristics that 
Sweden, and proponents of school choice in particular, stress should 
not limit or shape parental and youth school choice. School choice re-
forms were supposed to eliminate barriers and limits caused by socio-
economic status, housing location, immigrant background, race, gen-
der, etc; however, research on surveillance capitalism (Zuboff, 2019) 
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suggests all of these characteristics are increasingly known by busi-
nesses who track and use this information to profile and lure individu-
als towards particular products and services. Services that, in this case, 
the state pays based on youth decisions that are likely heavily influ-
enced by predatory activity both in person and online.  
 
Therefore, if youth are being tracked and targeted online based on 
these characteristics, their digitally supplied horizon of action will 
likely do more to perpetuate social inequality and may in fact contrib-
ute to increases in segregation. In turn, these algorithms may point to a 
deeper level of market involvement within youth decision making and 
within the Swedish education system than has been explored in this 
dissertation or in earlier studies. The market may very well have the 
power to do what career guidance staff seem unable or unwilling to 
do: guide.  
 
While this was not the focus of my dissertation, I have included this 
discussion to raise important ethical and social justice questions. As I 
depicted in chapter 3, international educational marketing firms are 
alive and well and are actively targeting youth in Sweden at the age 
15. These youth are being both physically and digitally sent to market. 
More research must be done to investigate this further, but what we 
know now is enough to pose significant ethical questions as to the de-
gree to which the Swedish state and career guidance practitioners are 
failing to protect youth from external coercion via negligence, neolib-
eralism, and/or an embedded cultural notion of responsible autono-
mous youth. It seems that notions of autonomous online exploration 
are, like autonomous exploration at school fairs (Dahlstedt & Harling, 
2017; Harling, 2019), simply inaccurate within an often predatory ed-
ucational market (Beach, 2018; Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019).  

8.6.3.4. Youth in time-out (educational ruptures) 

“I had failed”—Ragnar’s narrative  
 

Most of the students within this research experienced a rupture along 
their educational trajectories between upper-secondary and higher ed-
ucation. A rupture here refers to a break in educational progression to-
wards program or degree completion. These ruptures and experiences 
of moving in and out of programs and schools made their trajectories 
“messy” and resembled the trajectories Lundahl et al (2017) found. In 
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this study, students experienced a rupture mostly during upper-sec-
ondary education when they moved schools and/or programs. Students 
in my study shared that they changed programs and/or schools for a 
variety of reasons including learning challenges, incorrect choice of 
program, medical related concerns, and school environment problems. 
Like the students interviewed by Lundahl et al. (2017), despite being 
painted negatively within political narratives, students in my research 
did not leave schools simply because they were lazy or lacked motiva-
tion.  
 
When students in my study switched programs, most were also forced 
to switch schools and vice versa. Only one student in this situation 
was able to immediately move into a new school and program (Anna) 
after her mother took a very active role in finding her a place in a local 
school. Even then though, Anna felt the experience was a result of her 
personal failures: “I felt that it was a failure because I had just sort of 
promised myself that I would never go back there.”  
 
The rest of the students who changed programs were subjected to 
and/or chose to take a lengthy break from school (educational rup-
ture). In these cases, the students most often worked with municipali-
ties to complete an individual program consisting of internships. This 
seems to be a mechanism municipalities have put in place to help keep 
students somewhat engaged despite being unable to gain an immediate 
spot in a school or program the student wants or that fits their needs. 
Students described the break as a time of opportunity to explore and 
regroup before their next attempt at upper-secondary. At the same 
time, students suggest the lengthy breaks also were another experi-
ence/reminder of loneliness and a mark of personal failure associated 
with career decision making and/or academic skills.  
 
As stated, student narratives describe ruptures as an opportunity to 
spend time figuring themselves out. This opportunity resembles simi-
lar ones given to children during a common punishment often termed 
a “time-out.” With children, after one misbehaves, they are often 
placed in time-out, which involves the child sitting alone to think 
about their failure to obey rules. Often the goal is for children to pro-
cess their behavior, learn from it, and then return having recognized 
their mistake. The difference between a time-out and being yelled at 
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or spoken to by a parent or authority is the length of time and the iso-
lation. Based on my review of the narratives, the competitive market-
place and the state structure of education is such that despite claiming 
flexibility, it is rigid when it comes to students switching schools. The 
result are educational ruptures that seem particularly detrimental to 
students’ beliefs in themselves.  
 
My research suggests that the process did keep students somewhat en-
gaged but that the length of time and isolation is particularly problem-
atic. In many ways, both explicit and implicit, these breaks seem to 
send the message to students that it is a punishment as a result of their 
failures. A failure to academically perform and/or to prove their abil-
ity to make an appropriate, independent, and autonomous decision 
about their future. In my analysis, the experience students have during 
educational ruptures both explicitly and tacitly reinforce the sociocul-
tural notions of autonomous individualism and neoliberal notions of 
responsibilisation (Liebenberg et al., 2015) that I discussed in chapter 
2.  
 
During these ruptures, the municipalities do seem to try to provide a 
layer of support by following up with students who have left schools 
and requiring students complete individualized educational tasks. It 
may be seen by the municipality as the best they can do when upper-
secondary education is optional for students, there are no spots open in 
the school the student wants to attend, and students have the right as 
autonomous youth to do as they wish. It seems that the system is not 
designed to allow for the flexibility that the rhetoric and policies sug-
gest students are given. This has been suggested by other studies as 
well (Beach, 2018; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014) 
 
The lack of transferability between curriculum also seems to tacitly 
discourage students to quickly move into a different school or pro-
gram. In order for students to do so, it would involve independent 
learning and “catching-up” that was not very doable for students:  
 

“Students like Ragnar who drop out of a program in the middle of a school 
year often have a challenging time starting directly into a new program when 
they drop out. It involves finding a new school with an open spot and catching 
up on the missed curriculum. Further, he was not wanting to switch to another 
natural science program, so catching up would be more of a challenge: "tech-
nically, I could have changed right there and then but I would have had to 
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catch up on a half a year of studies in a month or so." Instead, Ragnar "opted 
out and worked instead." He spent the rest of that school year working mainte-
nance before entering a new school in the following autumn.” –Ragnar’s nar-
rative 

 
For many students, educational rupture was a state-sanctioned and 
market-induced experience of time-out. Time-out for them was both 
an opportunity and an isolation. Both a reminder of failure and a 
chance to restart. It seems the length of time (half a year to a full year 
or more) spent outside of the education system, away from peers who 
were studying, contributes to a negative set of beliefs about them-
selves. Lundahl et al. (2017) also found that students who experienced 
similar “break-ups” from the educational system “learnt to perceive 
themselves as failures” (p. 50). It seems for the students in my study 
similar thoughts entered their minds. Lundahl et al. (2017) also sug-
gests that these “break-ups” made it harder for students within their 
study to form positive prospective career identities.  
 
Previous research on educational trajectories also suggests that stu-
dents who experience a rupture are less likely to persist and continue 
their education (Cuconato, Majdzińska, et al., 2016). This is concern-
ing, as previous research within Sweden suggests that the rate of stu-
dents experiencing a rupture during upper-secondary education is in-
creasing (Skolverket, 2011) and that the educational discourse largely 
places the responsibility on the youth who are forced to make a deci-
sion at the age of 15 (Hertzberg, 2015; Lundahl & Olofsson, 2014).  
 
It is important to also understand this from a developmental point of 
view. Adolescence is a period where individuals often feel isolated 
and lonely as they develop a sense of self in comparison to that of 
their family and friends (Gilmore & Meersand, 2015; Lin & Scott, 
2001). Structuring the system this way tacitly sends the message of 
blame towards youth who find that they do not fit in the school they 
“chose.” Further, the literature suggests that these students are inter-
acting with a competitive marketplace that is as much designed to of-
fer them schools as it is to offer schools students (Beach, 2018; 
Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; Holm & Lundahl, 2019). This duality inher-
ent within the market suggests that more needs to be done to help stu-
dents understand that they are not the source for all blame. As men-
tioned previously, this may call for efforts to “concientise” students to 
understand the wider context shaping their experiences (Sultana, 
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2018). This is particularly important during adolescence when stu-
dents are forming a variety of views about themselves.  
 
Many of these students describe attaching much of the blame for their 
experiences to themselves for not making adequate decisions. My 
analysis suggests that the structure of the system and mechanisms in 
place when students decide to switch schools contributes to this. This 
experience and the resulting internalized blame shape their self-effi-
cacy beliefs in two particular areas: academic performance and career 
decision making.  
 
The connection between their decisions and their beliefs in their abil-
ity to academically succeed seem connected throughout these narra-
tives. Likewise, the measurement of their abilities (grades), decision 
making, and career guidance are linked. Often the only conversation 
students have with career guidance practitioners revolves around their 
grades. Therefore, a student’s academic ability and their career deci-
sions are intricately linked within the system, these links are rein-
forced by career guidance, and the external and internal rhetoric of 
blame becomes ingrained within student self-efficacy beliefs.  

8.6.3.5. Transition regime change 

“I simply remember getting information from this one particular school, so it 
wasn’t a big decision for me.” She did not remember “dwelling about it at 
all.”—Eva’s narrative  

 
Within my study, 6 out of the 11 students interviewed changed aca-
demic programs during upper-secondary education. Only one, Eva, 
did so without having to change schools, and this was because she at-
tended school prior to the 1990s school choice reforms. Based on 
these findings, it seems that the transition regime in Sweden changed 
as a result of the 1990s reforms. Likewise, it may be the case that after 
these reforms that there was an increase in the length, frequency, and 
impact that educational ruptures have on life courses.  
 
The loneliness and blame associated with the educational ruptures 
seems to contribute to a decline in academic and career-decision mak-
ing self-efficacy beliefs. These ruptures serve as a mark of failure that 
a rupture represents to many students and connects to decreased confi-
dence in their ability to succeed academically and in making an appro-
priate career decision. Comparing Eva’s experience prior to the school 
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reforms in the 1990s and the students who changed after sheds some 
light on how the structure of a transition regime can easily change ed-
ucational trajectories when things go wrong (Walther, 2006). 

 
When Eva changed programs, she was able to switch programs within 
the same school. She also did not face a delay in progress; however, 
she was only able to avoid a delay by completing self-study during a 
summer. Eva also recalls not facing the pressure others faced when 
making choices at fifteen.  

 
In contrast to Eva, we have the trajectories of Johanna, Elsa, Hannes, 
Anna, and Ragnar who each changed programs during upper-second-
ary education which meant they had to switch schools. Johanna, luck-
ily, made her change the summer before starting so she never faced a 
rupture despite having to individually contact and negotiate admission 
in a new school. The other four, Elsa, Hannes, Anna, and Ragnar each 
faced a significant delay towards upper-secondary graduation when 
they determined the program was not a right fit.  
 
These ruptures are connected to the transition regime in place within 
Sweden. The regime which evolved as a result of the 1990s reforms 
seems to make ruptures more likely to occur if a student discovers the 
career track, academic program or school is not a good fit for them af-
ter the first few weeks. These ruptures often delay their progress to-
wards upper-secondary education completion and leave lasting effects 
on student self-efficacy beliefs. 
 
Students within this study describe additional ruptures between their 
experience in upper-secondary education and their pursuit of higher 
education. Many factors seem to have contributed to the length of time 
they stayed away from higher education, but the results from these 
narratives suggest that their negative self-efficacy beliefs about their 
ability to succeed in higher education were low partially due to their 
experiences along their educational trajectories. 

8.6.4. Finding a way into higher education by rethinking 
self-efficacy beliefs 

Students in this study each found a route into higher education. For 
most, the path towards higher education started by facing the beliefs 
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about their abilities. These students did not do this alone. Through a 
variety of life experiences, forms of support, and reflection they began 
the process of believing they could go to and possibly even succeed at 
the university. Students were particularly forced to reconsider their 
self-beliefs about their abilities to succeed academically and make ca-
reer decisions. Many had to come to grips with the negative self-effi-
cacy they had accumulated through school, and particularly within the 
upper-secondary education transition and experience.  
 
The process of going to higher education began with an exploration of 
their options. Most of the students in my study suggest they were re-
luctant to use career guidance during their higher education transition 
and connected it to their experiences during their upper-secondary ed-
ucation transition(s). As previously stated, when talking about their 
upper-secondary education experience, students describe a lack of 
guidance, a lack of quality in guidance, and also suggest they did not 
pursue guidance.  
 
Earlier encounters with career guidance practitioners, particularly dur-
ing their upper-secondary education decision process, left many stu-
dents with a negative perception that seems to have contributed to a 
reluctance to reach out for similar counseling later in different con-
texts. Many students were reluctant to seek advising or counseling re-
garding their higher education experience. Dora, for example, was 
very hesitant to visit an academic advisor at her future university be-
cause of her earlier experience of not being “guided” during upper-
secondary education. Students also seem to have had more positive in-
teractions with advisors and career guidance practitioners during 
komvux and higher education, but many were particularly reluctant to 
seek the help. This was the case with younger students especially, who 
had experienced negative career guidance experiences before. Most 
students in this study, like during upper-secondary education, primar-
ily utilized the internet to explore programs and schools related to 
higher education.  

“‘I was nervous, I’m nervous in almost all talks, but I sort of expected her to 
be like here is a list of your options, there you go.’ What she found was differ-
ent: ‘she was very nice, and she understood the nervousness and the sense of 
not knowing where to go and everything…the advisor asked her questions and 
gave her several ideas of programs that might be interesting to her.” –Dora’s 
narrative.  
 



 

 

 
 
 

265 

“Karin did not receive or actively seek advising and counseling. When asked 
if she met with or discussed her higher education options with anyone she 
simply responded: ‘just Google.’” – Karin’s narrative. 

 
Self-efficacy beliefs are “the beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize 
and execute the courses of action required to manage prospective situ-
ations” (Bandura, 1995, p. 2). Throughout the narratives, students de-
pict trajectories that were intricately linked to these beliefs. The ups 
and downs along their trajectory maps often reflect times in which 
they believed they had the abilities to succeed within education and 
the times when they did not. Their trajectories reflect a process in 
which external doubts about their academic abilities were raised as 
were their internal beliefs about them.  
 
Self-efficacy beliefs are non-static and change through a variety of in-
fluences including mastery experiences, social modeling, social per-
suasion, and/or by improving physical and emotional states (Bandura, 
1995). Research suggests the most important influencing factor is 
mastery experiences in which an individual takes on a task and com-
pletes it (Ritchie, 2016). Self-efficacy beliefs always build off prior 
life experiences. When individuals face new tasks, or task domains, 
their first experience plays a particularly strong role in shaping any fu-
ture attempts and their view of their abilities. Since beliefs always 
start from something, previous successes or failures in similar tasks 
are the most critical to formation and adaptation of self-efficacy be-
liefs (Ritchie, 2016).  
 
The students I interviewed focused consistently on the importance of 
their upper-secondary education decision. As stated previously, they 
largely sourced their decision and the ramifications they experienced 
within themselves. Although they often detailed lack-luster career 
guidance, lack of family support, and other concerns they associated 
with the market they were thrust into, most were emphatic that they 
made the decision. Likewise, they often solely placed the blame for 
their academic grades internally. When these students were limited by 
their grades, they had limited themselves. When their trajectory be-
came messy and their choice of school or program did not work out, 
they had limited themselves. Holm (2013) found similar.  
 
For these students, grades and educational/career decision making 
were new to them. Students in Sweden do not receive grades until 
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year 6, when students are around 12 years old (EURYDICE, 2019; 
Andreas Schleicher, 2015). The upper-secondary decision-making ex-
perience, taking place around the age of 15, is the first time these stu-
dents face the reality of the educational market in Sweden. This is the 
first time they are provided a set of options to choose from that are ei-
ther limited or unlimited based on their personal and individual meas-
urement of abilities (grades). It is the first time that a measurement of 
their abilities would so personally impact the choices they had and the 
power they had within the market of Swedish life. This was the first 
time the conditions of such a market became so personal. The market, 
sanctioned by the state, had, almost overnight, become central to who 
they are, how they see themselves, and how they saw their future.  
 
In my study, most of the students I interviewed did not start heading 
towards higher education until their negative beliefs about themselves 
were challenged externally. Student narratives and the ups and downs 
of their participation within education seem to correlate with student 
self-efficacy beliefs in their academic abilities. Likewise, their beliefs 
in their ability to make appropriate career decisions evolved as they 
experienced ruptures in upper secondary education. As stated already, 
I find these ruptures to be problematic and likely detrimental to stu-
dent self-efficacy beliefs. The shame and guilt associated with these 
ruptures seems to have been internalized by these students and the 
mechanism tacitly sends a message of punishment. For students that 
experienced these ruptures, it seems self-efficacy about their ability to 
perform well in higher education was shaped by these prior experi-
ences.  
 
Students suggest that along their trajectory that they did not decide to 
take the leap towards higher education until they were challenged to 
rethink how they view themselves and their abilities. Students were 
challenged in several ways, largely through a combination of mastery 
experiences, social modeling, social persuasion, and changing physi-
cal and emotional states. Some students in this study suggest that they 
were nudged to rethink abilities through the workplace, others felt 
compelled to rethink when they became a parent, others when they 
were diagnosed with a disability, and others found some success in 
municipal education (komvux or folkhögskola). In many cases it was 
a combination of several of these experiences that nudged them in the 
direction of rethinking about their abilities. 
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8.6.4.1.  Educational experiences in municipal education (komvux) 
or folk high school 

Several of these students had mastery experiences within adult munic-
ipal education (komvux) or folk high school (folkhögskola) that 
helped them boost their self-efficacy about their academic skills. The 
academic flexibility within both komvux and folkhögskola also al-
lowed them to explore a variety of subjects to help them build confi-
dence in their ability to choose an academic program within higher ed-
ucation. The feeling and experience of flexibility here may also reflect 
the experiences these students had during upper-secondary where the 
ramifications of changing programs brought significant consequences. 
Students in this study felt komvux and folkhögskola were less rigid. 
 
“His educational experiences at komvux allowed him to compare and contrast sub-
jects and in doing so helped him learn about himself. Hannes found that the variety 
of courses helped him understand himself more: “I realized that this one is more for 
me, this one is less for me and so on.” The number of and different types of courses 
he was required and allowed to take at komvux heavily influenced his academic 
choice at the university: “it was the greatest help in my decision.” Ultimately, after 
completing komvux and becoming eligible for university attendance, he applied and 
was accepted into a political science program.” –Hannes’ narrative  
 
“Like many other students, she did not have the full credentials necessary for imme-
diate entry, or acceptance, into higher education, and the occupational therapy pro-
gram specifically. Elsa would first have to complete coursework at komvux to fulfill 
math and science admission requirements prior to applying to the program. It was at 
komvux that she first met with an academic advisor who helped her understand the 
requirements she would need to be eligible for higher education. Elsa spent a few 
years to complete the komvux coursework prior to being admitted into the occupa-
tional therapy program at a medical university in Stockholm.”—Elsa’s narrative 

8.6.4.2. Workplace experiences 
Workplace successes also helped students rethink their abilities as 
well as their potential academic and career interests.  

“One potential career for her only entered her frame of view because of her 
workplace interactions with occupational therapists. Her interactions with 
these therapists opened her eyes to the possibility, as they saw potential in her 
and in some ways gave her confidence to even consider it. Speaking and 
working with them made occupational therapy seem both interesting and pos-
sible: “I think I could like it and be good at it, so yeah, it felt like a natural 
step kind of.” With this, she began the process of entering formal higher edu-
cation for the first time.” –Elsa’s narrative.  
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“She also feels clarity in her interest in social anthropology. She finds the sub-
ject interesting because she is "studying how people are in groups." Her expe-
rience working behind the scenes of a television show that focuses on social 
interactions also strengthens this interest: "I think the interest became stronger 
after I did four or five seasons of Big Brother because that is what it is. It was 
not in my job description; I was just operating the cameras but what soon be-
came my job was knowing what these people were about to do in advance. Es-
pecially what happens with different groups of people." –Anna’s narrative 

8.6.4.3. Parenthood 
For many students in this study (Eva, Elsa, Maya, and Anna) their role 
as a parent, in particular their role as a mother, played a particularly 
important role in challenging beliefs about their abilities. Dahlstedt et 
al. (2018) also found that the experience of motherhood and a realiza-
tion that they need to support their children was a dominant motivat-
ing factor for both lower and middle-class women to re-enter educa-
tion. In my study, it seems that the experience of becoming a mother 
and success in managing that role also boosted their self-efficacy in 
their ability to take on other challenging tasks including higher educa-
tion. Often, as Dahlstedt et al. (2018) found, the experience of mother-
hood was part of their motivation, but economic necessity, lack of job 
security, and workplace experiences were also connected to their deci-
sions.  

“A baby changed everything for Elsa: “I felt like I can’t freelance, it is too 
risky, I was just not up to doing that with a baby.” Becoming a mother was a 
significant moment that triggered her to rethink about her career. After she 
gave birth, she began to search for another job that would be more stable and 
less risky.” – Elsa’s narrative  

 

“Going back to higher education is a way for Eva to fulfill a personal goal and 
do something for herself in a life that was consumed by supporting others. At 
the same time, the motivation to return was directly connected to those she is 
devoted to providing for: her husband and children. With her husband ill, she 
foresees a life where she is the only source of income: “I have   
to be the financial support, I have to provide for my kids.” The financial real-
ity seems to have served as an important trigger.” –Eva’s narrative 

 

8.6.4.4. Diagnosis 
Self-regulated learning challenges most students, but it may particu-
larly affect the self-efficacy of students with learning disabilities who 
often need greater levels of external learning support. Students with 
learning disabilities also often face a stigma related to their academic 
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skills (Fleming & Wated, 2016). The cultural focus on autonomous, 
individual, and independent learning and decision-making seems to 
particularly challenge and often conflicts with these students’ learning 
needs.  
 
As stated, the findings within this study suggest that self-efficacy be-
liefs are shaped by the educational culture and structures in place in 
specific contexts. In this case the experience of navigating through 
late modern Swedish education. Further, the narratives from students 
with disabilities in this study suggests that the cultural pressure, edu-
cational structure, and competitive market may be particularly damag-
ing to students who, via a disability, do not fit the mold. Two students 
within my study (Maya and Ragnar) not only did not fit the mold, but 
they did not receive a diagnosis of their learning disabilities until after 
upper-secondary education. This led these students to heavily internal-
ize their failures and inability. The notion of autonomous youth and 
self-regulated learning that dominate Swedish, neoliberal, and adoles-
cent lines of narrative did not align with their abilities, and they went 
years thinking they were a stupid failure. It was not until after they 
were medically diagnosed and began to understand their conditions 
that they began to let go of some of the built-up guilt and shame they 
accrued while failing to perform as autonomous youths/adults and 
self-regulated learners. 
 

“She has always had learning challenges, but it was not until she returned to 
higher education that she began to consider that this may be more than just her 
being ‘stupid.’ Throughout her educational career, Maya explained: ‘I felt stu-
pid, I felt stupid. I felt I’m not very smart and because of this I did less work 
the further I progressed in education.’ This belief was so strong that she never 
really contemplated higher education until other external factors challenged 
this belief: ‘I always thought ‘no I can’t’ because I’m not very good in 
school…Had she been diagnosed much earlier, Maya feels that she would 
have been more likely to have attended higher education before now. With a 
diagnosis she feels ‘it would have been easier for me to come to higher educa-
tion, then I know the tools, how to do it.’ Instead, since she was just diagnosed 
and now has a deeper understanding of why learning for her has been so chal-
lenging: ‘I have to start over, and it takes time to rethink strategies.’” –Maya’s 
narrative 
 
“At the same time, he began investigating why he has always felt challenged 
with school and what he would like to pursue if he went to the university. He 
began to see a therapist as he had become depressed "because I had failed." 
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This sense of failure challenged his beliefs about himself in general: "I had 
failed school and I didn't really know a reason for it other than that I was just 
a screw up." With the therapist, and later a doctor, he was eventually diag-
nosed with both depression and Asperger’s that likely has impacted his learn-
ing experience throughout life… This new-found knowledge about himself 
via therapy and diagnosis has influenced his decision making as he began to 
plan a path towards higher education.”—Ragnar’s narrative 

8.6.4.5. Social persuasion and nudges 
In many cases, students were persuaded and/or nudged towards higher 
education, fields of study, or even particular courses by others. Most 
often the individuals were family and friends or people the students 
trusted. First-generation university students in particular often were 
socially persuaded or nudged towards higher education by those out-
side of their immediate family. As students got older, they also began 
to redefine the meaning of family, often becoming more influenced by 
their spouse and/or children instead of their parents and siblings. Of-
ten students sought advice from trusted others who showed interest in 
them and who held stronger beliefs in their ability to succeed than 
they held.  
 
It is also the case that advice from peers, even if it was from peers 
they did not know on different forms of social media, had an impact. 
The result was that social interactions with others challenged their 
self-efficacy beliefs and persuaded them to take what they had consid-
ered to be a risk. The risk of failing again in education and within a 
marketplace designed only for those who can self-regulate their learn-
ing and autonomously decide their futures. This was particularly com-
mon among first-generation university students and students with dis-
abilities.  

“This made Maya feel stuck, not sure what to do since she didn’t have a clear 
program that would work. One of Maya’s friends stepped in to strongly nudge 
her along by actually filling out the application for enrollment for her: “I have 
a friend who works here at the university as a research and she told me of 
course you can, you have to try…it is very fun and you will like it, you will 
meet so many different people.” Maya tried to just shrug it off and tell the 
friend she would look into it: “I said ok, I’ll look into it…” This wasn’t 
enough for her friend though, and her friend took the step of collecting 
Maya’s personal information and applying for her: “she took my numbers and 
did it for me, and it was such a big step for me, just to do it.” In this case, her 
friend forced her to get past her fear of enrolling at a university, and it 
worked. After having applied, via her friend, and getting into an independent 
course at the university, Maya was committed to entering higher education for 
the first time.” –Maya’s narrative  
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“Ragnar ultimately decided to pursue nursing, but it was not first on the list: 
"my first choice was a teacher but that was mostly because that was the only 
thing I had ever experienced, with my mom as a teacher and then I did the 
substitute teacher job." His therapist strongly challenged this idea: "my psy-
chologist who is very insistent--very caring but very strict and harsh--she basi-
cally told me that I am not going to like being a teacher 'you are not cut out 
for that.'" The therapist encouraged him to look into a career that would be dy-
namic and allow him to do different things with different people daily. The 
job market factored in his decision as well: "nurses are wanted, so there you 
go, let's try that."—Ragnar’s narrative 
 
“He lacked parental or other family support while contemplating the idea of 
returning to education, but Adil found support from friends who were finish-
ing their education. One of his friends “has a sister that attended this folk high 
school…he recommended that I should go there and finish high school and 
live at the campus.” … Adil had second thoughts and a lot of trepidation about 
entering the university and took to social media to share this feeling. Adil ex-
plained that one day “I wrote a tweet asking: why isn’t there a   
university class about how to take a class at a university?” He was surprised 
when a knowledgeable follower of his on Twitter, one he did not know in real 
life, responded with a tweet: “well, there is” and included a link to the class 
description. Adil signed up for the class that day.”--Adil’s narrative 

 

8.6.4.6. introduction to university learning course 
Finally, it is important to point out that students in this study were par-
ticularly positive about how the introduction to university learning 
course helped them in rethinking their beliefs in their ability to suc-
ceed at the university. Most of the students in this study shared that 
the introduction to learning course serves as a way for them to test the 
waters, improve their skills, and boost their confidence regarding 
study in higher education. This suggests that interventions within the 
higher education context may be helpful in encouraging students to 
take the leap into higher education. Adil’s tweet, half-jokingly sug-
gesting there should be a course about how to take a course at the uni-
versity highlights the need for universities to consider this option. 
The course seems to have lessened their worry about their ability to 
perform academically and their fears of feeling alone at the university 
without support. 

“The course itself was also something she needed: “I really like to prepare 
myself, it seemed like it would be perfect to do that because I don’t know how 
it is to study in the university, but I had an idea that it will be really different 
from gymnasium.” In particular, she had heard the warnings from her older 
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sister, who completed higher education, about how study techniques in upper-
secondary education are not sufficient for the university.” –Elsa’s narrative 
 
“Karin was relieved to find the course she is currently in about university 
learning. She hopes that universities will help students know there is counsel-
ing and support. One way to do so is by definitely offering courses like this 
that I’m in, when you are so new to the university there is such a big differ-
ence between university and upper-secondary.” Planning and reading so 
much, so fast, has particularly been challenging to Karin. So far, she has im-
pressed herself as she has already taken and passed a test even though she 
“was stressed and did things last minute.”—Karin’s narrative 

 
"I needed something to do so I didn't slack off and I've never had any course 
on study techniques. So, I thought it was a good time to either refresh or re-
new these things." He also hopes the class helps him build confidence and 
avoid falling back into depression.”—Ragnar’s narrative 

 Conclusion 
Throughout my analysis of student narratives, I find that of the many 
lines of narrative, three seem to be of particular importance. Each of 
these lines of narrative seem to align to foster strong notions of both 
autonomy and loneliness within the student experience:  

1. Sociocultural narratives and legal rights of autonomous youth 
in the Swedish context 

2. Neoliberal narratives of choice, competition, and the transfer 
of responsibility from the state to the individual, which are as-
sociated with late modernity 

3. Adolescent narratives and psychosocial development related to 
breaking free from parents and authority 

 
This chapter included 11 narrative trajectories detailing student expe-
riences between upper-secondary and higher education. At the age of 
15, the majority of these students found they had become the one who 
had to shoulder the burden of their choices without feeling prepared, 
supported, or knowledgeable enough for the task. These narratives de-
pict an internal struggle where youth encounter joint desires for both 
independence and a sense of community, for both embracing adult-
hood and holding onto their youth, and for being their own person but 
wanting to maintain familial connections. These desires are similar to 
the joint feelings they had, such as a new sense of freedom and a re-
minder of being stuck, a sense of being strong but an awareness of 
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needing support, and a sense of equality but feeling limited by ine-
quality.  
 
My analysis of the experiences students have along their trajectories 
suggests it involves a dynamic interaction between self-efficacy be-
liefs, collective-efficacy beliefs, and culture. Each is shaped by and 
shapes the others and plays a significant role in shaping the experi-
ences students have. In the next chapter, I aim to synthesize the find-
ings from the quantitative survey of self-efficacy beliefs with the find-
ings presented in this chapter. By synthesizing these findings and us-
ing abductive methods, I am able to develop and present a theory that 
will contribute to this important field of research.  
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9. Synthesized discussion and folk-market 
theory  

In this chapter, I describe a theory I have developed through a process 
of abduction. I first briefly describe the process of systematic combin-
ing, which I detailed in chapter 6. Second, I describe major findings 
from earlier research, theory, and findings from the quantitative sur-
vey and the qualitative narratives which point to a need to reconceptu-
alize the folk-home. Third, I introduce and define a new concept 
called the folk-market. Third, I introduce folk-market theory (Figure 
36) which I have developed using systematic combination.  
 

 Systematic combining  
Within my work, I have explored three components related to the stu-
dent experience between upper-secondary and higher education. I first 
explored the Swedish historical, cultural, and educational context 
(chapters 2 and 3). Second, I explored self-efficacy beliefs in higher 
education (chapter 7). Third, I explored the educational trajectories be-
tween upper-secondary and higher education (chapter 8).  
 
Findings from all three components interact within a fluid abductive 
process inspired by systematic combining (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). In 
this process my initial framework has evolved throughout my re-
search. Working with empirical data, theory, and earlier research has 
enabled this systematic combining. My findings from the survey and 
narratives interact with the knowledge I have gained as I dove deep 
into Swedish sociocultural history and the research on the evolution of 
the education system. My review of Deweyan pragmatism (Dewey, 
1920), structuration theory (Giddens, 1984), social cognitive theory 
(Bandura, 2012), careership theory (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997), as 
well as theory related to late modernity (Giddens, 1991), have each 
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played a role in shaping this process. In the end, I have used all these 
components to develop a theory that helps further understanding.  

9.1.1. Reconceptualizing the folk-home 
As I reviewed and combined earlier research, theory, and my findings, 
all three pointed me towards one clear conclusion. There is a need for 
a new concept. Research on Sweden and similar welfare systems that 
have been transformed by neoliberalism no longer are adequately ex-
plained by previous terminology. In the case of my research, it is evi-
dent that to insiders and outsiders alike, the previous social democratic 
welfare model and the current neoliberal welfare model in Sweden 
form a paradox that is challenging to reconcile. The result seems to be 
a persistent misinterpretation of the Swedish system of welfare and 
education that are both commonly considered within the framework of 
the social democratic folk-home and the “Swedish model.” Part of this 
confusion is a result of the evolutionary nature of the system. The cur-
rent system of welfare and education in Sweden is no longer a folk-
home, but still maintains many components of the folk-home. Simply 
put, a new concept is necessary to provide increased explanatory 
power. In this section, I will highlight additional findings that imply 
this necessity.  
 
My review of Swedish sociocultural history and the education system 
point to a significant policy evolution towards neoliberalism (Åstrand, 
2016; Beach, 2018; Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019). Findings from narra-
tives with students about their trajectories through the Swedish educa-
tion system also show a shift has occurred, particularly when compar-
ing students who interacted with the system before and after the early 
1990s education reforms. While there is some evidence that Swedes 
have placed a strong emphasis on individualism and decentralization 
before the advent of their social welfare system, this individualism did 
not always align as directly with neoliberal notions and the free mar-
ket as they do today (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015).  
 
Social democratic policies associated with the folk-home placed a 
larger emphasis on community despite also freeing Swedes from 
forced links to family (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). Economic 
freedom of choice within a market primarily took hold in Sweden dur-
ing the 1980s and 1990s, when the education system and welfare 
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model as a whole transformed to adopt many tenants of neoliberal phi-
losophy (Beach, 2018). Today, both the welfare system and the educa-
tion system are driven largely by market-based solutions (Dahlstedt & 
Fejes, 2019).  
 
My research suggests that Swedish sociocultural notions of autono-
mous individualism were further strengthened in the early 1990s in a 
partnership with neoliberal philosophy that reshaped the Swedish edu-
cation system. This strengthening may be evident in the rapid increase 
of value Swedes place in self-expression and individualism as de-
picted by the World Values Survey (Puranen, 2015; World Values 
Survey, 2014). Both the social structures and agents in Sweden began 
to redirect emphasis on increased individualism starting in the 1980s, 
but this was primarily focused on reducing the direct influence of the 
central state (H. Berggren & Trägårdh, 2015). A state that in many 
functions was to be replaced by the market (Åstrand, 2016). It is partly 
because of this that I find that statist individualism as depicted by 
Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) seems misleading when considering 
late modern Sweden. This, too, points to a need or a new concept. 
 
As I detail in chapter 2, over time, those opposed to elements we now 
describe as neoliberal (decentralization, privatization of public ser-
vices, etc.) began to accept the neoliberal narrative that largely domi-
nates current Swedish policies (Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; Lundahl, 
2002). This negotiation, this transition, this movement of ideas and 
ideals was made possible because of elements brought forward by 
both Social Democrats and neoliberals (Åstrand, 2016). They both 
placed a large focus on the liberation of individuals from the family. 
The natural next step from the neoliberal perspective was to also liber-
ate individuals from the state by privatizing many state services and 
placing such services within a market where citizens could choose 
which best suits their needs. A key aspect associated with both late 
modernity and neoliberal philosophy is the redirection of responsibil-
ity, or the process of responsibilising citizens (A. Bengtsson, 2016; 
Liebenberg et al., 2015). This also relates to research on governance 
(A. Bengtsson, 2016; Telhaug, Mediås, & Aasen, 2004; Walther et al., 
2016b) 
 
The findings from the survey of students show several things. First, 
measures of student academic skill self-efficacy and career decision 
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making self-efficacy correlated. Therefore, self-beliefs about one’s 
ability to succeed academically and one’s ability to make an appropri-
ate career decision were connected. Second, I find that when compar-
ing self-efficacy beliefs across participants, three student clusters exist 
based on their self-efficacy levels (low, mid, and high). Students en-
tering higher education in Sweden linked their academic skills with 
their ability to make appropriate career decisions. This linkage later 
becomes clearer by analyzing the narratives of eleven of the students.  
 
The findings from the 11 student narratives suggest that the interac-
tions and choices students made about upper-secondary education 
proved crucial to shaping their self-efficacy beliefs and educational 
trajectory towards higher education. What is unique about educational 
trajectories students experience within neoliberal models of welfare in 
comparison to those within social democratic models? The market. 
The competitive and complex educational market that was created to 
foster greater individual freedom and choice during the early 1990s 
largely sets their trajectory apart from their predecessors. Student tra-
jectories and experiences prior to the reforms were drastically differ-
ent. Older students who did not experience the market describe not 
worrying, staying within the same school all three years of upper-sec-
ondary education even if they changed subjects, and generally a much 
smoother experience. This is in stark contrast to those who encoun-
tered the neoliberal model that took hold after the early 1990s. Stu-
dents directly encountering the market describe isolation, instability, 
and a multitude of educational ruptures. This, too, suggests a need for 
a new concept.  
 
Students indicate through their narratives that their interactions and 
choices within the market shaped their self-efficacy beliefs related to 
academics and careers. I also found these self-efficacy beliefs continu-
ously interacted with collective-efficacy beliefs held within their fami-
lies. Further, I found that culture also plays a strong and consistent 
role in their trajectory. The narratives suggest that an interactive pro-
cess involving self-efficacy beliefs, collective-efficacy beliefs, and 
culture interact with and both shape and are shaped by the experiences 
students have along their educational trajectories.  
 
Students in these narratives describe being sent to market. Being sent 
to market here was both a sense of excitement and freedom and a 
sense of fear and limitation. Students describe a competitive market 
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where their abilities (measured by grades) limited their agency in rela-
tion to “choice.” Students felt misled and tricked by the portrayal of 
freedom and independence and the reality they experienced in the 
market. This left them frustrated with the system and those who are a 
part of it (career guidance practitioners for example) who drive mis-
leading narrative of free choice.  
 
Students in these narratives display a strong sense of individualism 
that coincides with a strong feeling of loneliness. They describe being 
unprepared for the interactions and choices they had to make within 
the market of schools and programs and that they alone were to blame 
for this. The focus on independence seems to place a strong psycho-
logical burden on individuals if they make a wrong decision. When 
things go wrong, students often internalize the blame, despite ac-
knowledging multiple external factors. Students seem to both reflect 
and perpetuate sociocultural notions of autonomous youth and individ-
uals. They are socialized through education, family, and their interac-
tions within the educational market to embody this individualism and 
take full responsibility for their choices and the consequences of them. 
This realignment of responsibility within a marketized education sys-
tem also suggests a new construct is necessary. 
 
The reluctance to look outside of their own individual decision mak-
ing and behaviors to notice potential alternative explanations can be 
problematic. This was particularly the case with students who consid-
ered themselves stupid despite later learning it was related to a medi-
cal condition or learning disability. This tendency to assign responsi-
bility and blame internally was associated with both academic skills 
and career decision making. This finding from the narrative parallels 
the correlation I found within the survey data. Multiple factors serve 
to socialize students to be independent, self-directed, and autonomous 
individuals. This can be seen in Swedish sociocultural history, Swe-
dish education policies and curriculum, research on late modernity, 
and research on adolescent development. Despite all of this, one factor 
seems to exacerbate this internalization of blame. It is the experience 
of being sent to market at 15 years old, with little preparation, no di-
rections, and being expected to navigate a sea of predatory waters 
alone. The individualistic nature of the market is both a sense of free-
dom and of limits, both a sense of excitement and a sense of fear, and 
both a sense of independence and a sense of isolation.  
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The neoliberal model of welfare in Sweden, like many others across 
the world, has reshaped the experience and expectations of youth and 
citizens. Despite maintaining many aspects of the folk-home that came 
before, the changes are no less dramatic. The stability and security of 
a home has been replaced by the fluctuation and insecurity of the mar-
ket. This suggests that a significant realignment of socio-political dy-
namics has occurred. Statist individualism as depicted by Berggren 
and Trägårdh (2015) does not accurately represent the system that stu-
dents in this study encounter nor current Swedish welfare system. In-
stead, the model must be adapted into a new theory, and it must start 
with the creation of a new concept. This gradual transition between 
the social democratic folk-home has given way for a new concept that 
I have named the folk-market. 

 The folk-market 
The folk-market is a welfare model in which citizens are required by 
their state to enter a transactional relationship with a market of service 
providers. The folk-market serves as both the filter and the medium 
through which interactions between both the family (collectives) and 
the state and the individual and the state occur. This market is often 
regulated and governed by the neoliberal philosophy of state-spon-
sored competition and choice schemes. The folk-market also must be 
understood as a duality. The folk-market is both a market for the folk 
(people) and a market of folk (people). The folk are thus both the con-
sumers and the consumed. Therefore, by adopting a folk-market of 
welfare, states empower citizens to become consumers of governmen-
tal services (often outsourced) and empower the market to consume 
citizens.  
 
I chose to use the term folk-market to show continuity with the earlier 
sociocultural notion of folk-home and to point to significant differ-
ences. In both constructs the word folk is prominent, showing a con-
tinuation of interactions with citizens; however, by using the folk-mar-
ket it creates easily identifiable differences between what is typically 
associated with the concept of a home and the concept of a market. 
Therefore, the folk-home and the folk-market share many similar 
components associated with states interacting with citizens to provide 
welfare; however, many aspects are dramatically different. The notion 
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of a home is based primarily on the idea of family and connection to a 
stable collective unit within society. The notion of a market is based 
primarily on the idea of the individual and a connection to a competi-
tive interaction associated with freedom, independence, instability, 
and risk. The risks faced within a home are lessened by the stability 
and support that comes with belonging to a static collective. The risks 
faced outside in an open competitive market are often increased by the 
instability of one’s independence and isolation that comes with being 
both a consumer and the consumed. These notions can be seen 
throughout the sociocultural narrative history depicted in chapter 2 as 
well as research on neoliberalism (Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019) and late 
modernity (Giddens, 1990). 
 
The facilitator and often the financier of the folk-market is the state. 
States such as Sweden pay service providers based on the choices citi-
zens make within the market. Service providers in this system are thus 
supplied a guaranteed market of folk to select from via various mar-
keting and recruitment tactics. The burden of choice is placed upon 
the citizen and thus responsibility is distanced from the state in two 
ways. First, the state outsources the choice to citizens, and second the 
state outsources much of the delivery of services to the market. This 
distance is similar to the degree of distance from responsibility and 
delivery associated with my earlier example in chapter 8 of giving a 
gift-certificate.  
 
Within the folk-market, the hand-over of the gift-certificate (or 
voucher) from the state, certifies transfer of responsibility has oc-
curred. This form of a gift grants added freedom to the receiver but 
also places increased responsibility on the individual to research, de-
cide, evaluate, manage, and navigate the welfare and education within 
a complex marketplace. Likewise, when things go wrong, the giver of 
the gift-certificate (the state) is also distanced from the blame. The re-
cipient and the market are now the main responsible parties.  
 
Often states that adopt a folk-market model make efforts to psycho-
logically and culturally instill the sense of individual responsibility 
through a process of responsibilisation (Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; 
Hooley et al., 2019; Liebenberg et al., 2015; Walther et al., 2016b). 
By embedding the folk-market within the educational system, states 
are able to train and socialize youth as individually autonomous and 
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responsible citizens. Citizenship in the folk-market becomes associ-
ated with one’s ability to independently navigate, interact with, and 
handle any consequences associated with the individual choices one 
makes in the market. This socialization processes through education 
and career guidance policy often focus on only one side of the dy-
namic duality that is the folk-market. 

9.2.1. The duality of the folk-market 
The folk-market is a duality. The folk-market is both a market for folk 
and a market of folk. This duality is often not addressed in research, 
popular discourse, or educational policy. Frequent narratives support-
ing the neoliberalization of welfare systems focus on empowering in-
dividuals to act as consumers (Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; Primrose. et 
al., 2018). This is one part of the folk-market, but an equal focus must 
be placed on how individuals are consumed within the market. Mar-
keting and predatory tactics are on wide display throughout research 
on the Swedish educational market (Beach, 2018; Dahlstedt & 
Harling, 2017; Holm & Lundahl, 2019) as well as within student nar-
ratives in chapter 8. The Swedish state’s narrative, like others, focuses 
heavily on how citizens have been liberated from the government and 
empowered to choose the best service provider that suits their needs. 
States, like Sweden, often fail to equally describe how their citizens 
are also being chosen. 
 
This duality is possibly most clear when reviewing the experiences of 
the 11 students in my study. These students were empowered to make 
decisions at 15-years-old and did so in relation with market forces and 
entities that their state empowered to target, bait, mislead, and con-
sume them in the pursuit of profit. The duality of the folk-market sug-
gests that neoliberal welfare reforms can lead to concerted efforts by 
predatory educational entities to consume students who best meet the 
corporate needs. Students, who in Sweden, are only 15 years old when 
they are being sent to market. 
 
States have, in the guise of giving power to citizens, also stripped 
them of a more direct relationship with their state. Within the folk-
home, the government was directly responsible for delivering services 
and providing a safe home. A drawback to this is that it also lacked 
some degrees of autonomy for citizens to make choices. However, the 
folk-market has allowed states to incrementally gain greater distance 
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from a direct relationship with citizens which in turn has led to an in-
creased internalizing of blame placed on individuals. A common ne-
oliberal narrative also suggests that by decentralizing decision making 
to local governments, citizens can have more of a direct relationship to 
their state via local control (Rojas, 2005). This is the rhetoric, but my 
research suggests the distance remains and is facilitated by the market.  
 
In the folk-home, the state was directly responsible, similar to how 
one who chooses, purchases, and gives a gift to the receiver is. Should 
the gift not be appropriate, the primary responsible party is the gift 
giver, in this case the state. Within the folk-market, the responsibility 
of choice, which once was in the hands of the state, is now placed 
upon the citizen. Further complicating and distancing the relationship 
between citizens and their state is the market. When citizens are given 
a voucher (similar to a gift-certificate) by the state, any problems with 
a product purchased on the market are easily (at least initially) di-
rected away from the state in two ways. First, the state reasserts the 
notion of autonomous individualism and freedom of choice, placing a 
large part of the blame on the citizen who must have made an incor-
rect choice. Second, the state also places blame for poor quality of ser-
vices on the service provider within the market. The market becomes 
both an ally of the state and the filter through which citizens and their 
state operate and interact.  
 
In the folk-market, the citizen is no longer able to simply be a member 
of an organized folk-home where direct state support, shelter, and care 
is provided and stable. Within the folk-market, the citizen is responsi-
ble for venturing out into a complex market that is competitive, often 
predatory, and where risk and rupture replace stability and continuity. 
While granting freedom to choose within the folk-market, states also 
granted themselves freedom from direct responsibility.  
 
The dependency on and connection to the state is no longer as direct 
within a folk-market. Instead, the relationship between citizens (indi-
viduals and families) is filtered through the folk-market in which they 
interact. This filter of interactions highlights a distancing of direct re-
lations and dependency between citizens and their state. While de-
pendency remains, the increased prevalence of the folk-market has in-
creased the distance between the state and the citizens, as well as 
transferred responsibility away from the state via a folk-market in 
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which individuals and families are increasingly responsible for navi-
gating through and ensuring they purchase and receive quality ser-
vices.  
 
The evolution of the Swedish state and others across the world during 
late modernity has led to a decoupling of relations (Giddens, 1990). 
This decoupling of relations is related to both decreased individual to 
family ties as well as ties family and individuals have to their state. 
All of this suggests a need for a theory to help researchers and practi-
tioners grasp the experience students often have within a folk-market 
model of welfare. 

 Folk-market theory  
Through an interactive abductive process, I have combined knowledge 
gained from a variety of earlier research, theory, and empirical find-
ings. Multiple components throughout my research are combined to 
provide a theory that I believe helps enhance understanding of the ex-
perience students have along their trajectories. I have designed this 
theory with many Swedish elements in mind; however, the theory will 
be useful in a variety of international settings.  
 
Berggren and Trägårdh’s (2015) model of statist individualism (Figure 
34) serves as the initial blueprint for the model of folk-market theory. 
The theory both supports and challenges their original version. Figure 
34 is their original model that indicates that, in Sweden, the key socio-
political relationship is between the individual and the state, in the 
USA it is between the individual and the family, and in Germany it is 
between the family and the state. Like myself, other researchers have 
challenged this model for leaving out the market as a key sociopoliti-
cal factor. Figure 35 displays Ulver’s (2019) attempt to incorporate 
the market into the original model. While I agree with Ulver (2019) 
that the original model was flawed without incorporating the market, I 
disagree with using the market to replace one of the main sociopoliti-
cal factors (individual, family, and state). I will now describe my alter-
native as I outline the model of folk-market theory (Figure 36).  
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Figure 34 Sociopolitical dynamics triangle adapted from (Berggren and Trägårdh, 
2010, p. 53). 

 

 
Figure 35 Sociopolitical units of importance with market adaptations by Ulver 
(2019). 
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Figure 36 Folk-market theory 

 
Within the model of folk-market theory (Figure 36), I use the concept 
of transition regime to divide the life course between childhood and 
youth. The bottom horizontal axis forms a line of progression along 
the life course from right to left as indicated by the arrow at the far left 
labeled “life course.” This depicts continuation. Within the Swedish 
system, the stages of childhood and youth are delineated by the transi-
tion regime that divides compulsory education and upper-secondary 
education. The vertical axis dividing the triangle is the transition re-
gime. This divides childhood (where family is most prominent) and 
youth (where individual becomes most prominent). Using the same  
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sociopolitical units as Berggren and Trägårdh (2015), I maintain fam-
ily on the right corner, which corresponds to the collective (also re-
flecting the stage of childhood) and individual on the left corner (also 
reflecting the stage of youth). As stated, the transition regime corre-
sponds to educational structure, and I incorporate this by showing pre-
upper secondary education on the inside right side of the triangle and 
upper-secondary and higher education on the inside left corner. While 
this particularly reflects Sweden, similar life course divisions exist in 
multiple other contexts (Walther et al., 2016a).  
 
Third, within folk-market theory, I incorporate the market as a fourth 
key sociopolitical unit. I do so by using the folk-market concept I de-
tailed previously. Therefore, like Ulver (2019) I add the market (folk-
market); however, unlike Ulver (2019) I do not remove any of the 
three original units Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) include. As can 
also be seen, I have removed the international comparative component 
of Berggren and Trägårdh’s (2015) model (Sweden, the USA, and 
Germany). This comparison is not necessary within folk-market the-
ory.  
 
As I indicate in the definition of the folk-market, the folk-market 
serves as both the filter and the medium through which interactions 
between the family and the state and the individual and the state oc-
cur. I have indicated this by dividing the two relations with the state 
with a dashed horizontal axis labeled folk-market. As the arrows indi-
cate, the interactions are filtered through the folk-market and in doing 
so the folk-market is both shaped by agents and structures through 
transactions. This also means that the relationship between the state 
and the individual and state and the family are now less direct. This 
also reflects a distancing and redirecting of responsibility away from 
states. The facilitator of such distance and release of responsibility is 
the neoliberal folk-market that places the responsibility of service pro-
vider choice on citizens and the responsibility for delivery of services 
on the market. This is also directly related to research I discussed in 
chapter 4 about the governance perspective within educational trajec-
tory research (Walther et al., 2016b).  
 
Within the folk-market model, the state still retains a degree of re-
sponsibility and interaction through financing and regulation; how-
ever, the folk-market enables the state to release significant amounts 
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of responsibility as well as distance their relations with citizens. Thus, 
citizen complaints and concerns about services become much less di-
rectly connected to the state, and it becomes harder for citizens to eas-
ily place the majority of blame on governmental failures.  
 
Within the folk-market model, service providers and citizens have 
been given both more freedoms and more responsibilities. Neoliberal-
ism (Primrose. et al., 2018), as embodied by the folk-market model, 
enables states to redirect responsibility onto citizens, and they do so 
by aligning with a market that consumes citizens as much as citizens 
consume services. As is highlighted in folk-market theory, the transi-
tion regime in the Swedish case is structured to send youth to market 
as they move between compulsory education and upper-secondary at 
the age of 15.  
 
Fourth, the results from my research suggest that three important fac-
tors interact within a process that helps shape experiences along the 
educational trajectory. These were self-efficacy, collective efficacy, 
and culture. Based on my results, self-efficacy plays a more dominant 
role in shaping the educational trajectory as students began to transi-
tion into upper-secondary education. Alternatively, the role of the 
family’s collective efficacy plays a more dominant role prior to upper-
secondary education. Thus, I have placed self-efficacy under the indi-
vidual and upper-secondary education and higher education side of the 
triangle and collective-efficacy under the family and pre-upper-sec-
ondary education side of the triangle. It is important to note that both 
self and collective efficacy are in consistent interaction throughout all 
stages of the life course despite the tendency in my data for one to be 
more prevalent at different stages. I have indicated this consistent in-
teractive process below the triangle.  
 
Fifth, the third factor within this process is culture. Culture here con-
nects to the findings throughout my research and this dissertation from 
the sociocultural history of Sweden to the importance culture plays 
within careership theory. In this model, I place culture within an inter-
active process that helps shape and is shaped by self and collective ef-
ficacy beliefs. Finally, culture is placed inside the boat that I include 
in this model. The boat in this model is culturally derived and is al-
ways present. In the title to this dissertation, I use a quote by General 
von Döbeln who wrote about Sweden being without mast, without 
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sails, without compass. In this dissertation, I have found students en-
counter the folk-market the first time similarly; however, I would like 
to point out that the quote also assumes that they are not without boat. 
The boat is culture that lives in and through every individual along 
their trajectory. It both shapes and is shaped by the trajectory.  
 
Taking a second look at the model one can see that above the boat 
there is an outline of a mast, a sail, and a compass. The mast in this 
model is the transition regime which is directly connected to the state 
through policy, the sail is made up of the three sociopolitical units 
Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) included, and the compass is the inter-
active process of self-efficacy, collective efficacy, and culture that is 
shaped by the mast and the sails along the trajectory. The compass 
likewise shapes all three.  
 
Importantly, in this model, the sail is attached and held into place not 
only by the life course but by the folk-market. As citizens within a 
folk-market model of welfare reach the stage of youth, they are then 
deemed ready to be sent to market. The narrative shared to youth often 
only tells one part of the duality that is the folk-market. For the folk-
market is both where they are set for sail and set for sale. Citizens are 
both enabled to navigate on their own but are judged and limited by 
their value on the folk-market. The folk-market they sail into and 
through is equally designed to put them up for sale within a sea of of-
ten predatory service providers. When all along citizens had heard 
they were being set for sail, they often never realized they were also 
being set for sale. The words they heard sounded the same, but as a 
duality, the folk-market means two very different things.  

 Conclusion 
My research in this dissertation suggests, among many things, that the 
experience students have interacting and making decisions within a 
competitive educational market plays a crucial role in shaping student 
self-efficacy beliefs and student trajectories into higher education. In 
particular, it was the first experience of being sent to market at the age 
of 15 that was crucial to shaping their self-efficacy beliefs as well as 
their trajectory into higher education. The research and findings I pre-
sent within this dissertation highlight a need to reconceptualize the 
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folk-home. There is a persistent and lingering view of the Swedish 
welfare and education system in relation to the folk-home; however, I 
suggest and have reconceptualized this by creating the concept of the 
folk-market. Further, I have used this concept to develop folk-market 
theory, which I have presented in this chapter. Like previous research 
on educational trajectories, folk-market theory incorporates a govern-
ance perspective and a life course perspective (Walther et al., 2016b) 
 
Based on my research, I have found that an interactive process involv-
ing self-efficacy, collective-efficacy, and culture helps to shape the ex-
periences individuals have along their life course. Likewise, the rela-
tionships between the state, the individual, the family, and the folk-
market also play a role. As depicted within folk-market theory, inter-
actions between actors and social structures help shape and are shaped 
by life and educational trajectories. Folk-market theory helps add to 
the body of knowledge and research related to educational trajectories 
as well as wider sociopolitical and cultural research on human life 
courses.  
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10. Conclusion 

My exploration has led to several conclusions that I have previously 
discussed. In this concluding chapter, I return to the aim of the disser-
tation and research questions, reiterate the major findings from this re-
search, address limitations that may or may not have impacted this 
work, and provide recommendations for future research and practice. 
The work I have done and the conclusions I have made are a result of 
an abductive research process where I actively interacted with earlier 
research, my empirical findings, and theory. Ultimately, it led me to 
develop the concept of the folk-market and folk-market theory.  

 Aim 
The aim of this dissertation is to explore students’ experiences along 
their educational trajectories into higher education in the Swedish con-
text. To holistically address this aim, four research foci structure my 
approach:  

 
1. The sociocultural history of Sweden, sociopolitical dynamics, 

and developments that help shape late modern Sweden.  
2. The Swedish educational system after World War II, its cultural 

and historical roots, and particularly the current structure that 
governs educational trajectories between upper-secondary and 
higher education. 

3. Student career decision making and academic skills self-effi-
cacy beliefs upon entry into higher education.  

4. Student experiences along their educational trajectories between 
upper-secondary and higher education.  

 
I address the first focus in chapter 2, where I present a narrative of 
Swedish sociocultural history and the evolution of the Swedish wel-
fare state. In chapter 3, I do the same for the second focus by discuss-
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ing the trajectory of the modern Swedish education system and the ed-
ucational structure that shapes student experiences. In chapter 7, I pre-
sent and discuss the empirical findings from a psychosocial survey of 
student academic and career decision-making self-efficacy beliefs. I 
address the fourth focus in chapter 8 where I present and discuss 
eleven student narratives about their educational trajectories into 
higher education.  

 Research questions 
The following research questions guided this dissertation: 
 

1.  Among students in an introduction to university learning 
course, what is the relationship between career-decision making 
self-efficacy and academic skills self-efficacy beliefs? 

2. What educational trajectories do students experience between 
upper-secondary and higher education in the Swedish context? 

 Summary of research and findings 
In this section, I will briefly reiterate the answers to the two research 
questions posed. Please review chapters 7 and 8 for a full description 
of the findings and discussion.  

10.3.1.1. Self-efficacy beliefs 
To answer the first research question, I developed a psychosocial sur-
vey of both career-decision making self-efficacy beliefs and academic 
skills self-efficacy beliefs. Students within an introduction to univer-
sity learning course (N = 75) at a large university in Sweden were in-
vited to complete the survey during their second week of the five-
week course. I found that of the students who participated (n = 62 
[82%]) were diverse in age, time spent at the university, and academic 
discipline.  
 
I analyzed the survey data in three ways: correlational, cluster, and de-
scriptive. I found a statistically significant correlation between career 
decision-making self-efficacy and academic skills self-efficacy beliefs 
(Pearson coefficient: .657 pvalue = 0.001). Since these two constructs 
correlated, I divided students into three clusters based on their level of 
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self-efficacy on both scales (career and academic). Male, younger (19-
24), first-year, and undecided students were more heavily clustered 
within the low and mid self-efficacy groups.  
 
The findings from this portion of my research suggest several interest-
ing things that I discuss in more detail in chapter 7. Most notably, pre-
vious research has found younger, first-year, and undecided students 
to hold lower levels of self-efficacy than their peers, but I have found 
no similar case studies to mine in which males held lower self-effi-
cacy beliefs than females. This suggests more research should be done 
to investigate this further.  
 
Ultimately, my answer to research question one is that career decision 
making self-efficacy and academic skills self-efficacy beliefs corre-
lated among the students within the introduction to university learning 
course. In other words, student beliefs in their ability to succeed aca-
demically was related to their belief in their ability to make an appro-
priate career decision. Secondly, that male, younger (19-24), first-
year, and undecided students were more heavily clustered within the 
low and mid self-efficacy groups.  
 

10.3.1.2. Educational trajectories 
To answer the second research question on educational trajectories, I 
conducted 11 semi-structured narrative interviews that focused on 
their experiences moving into and through upper-secondary education, 
experiences after upper-secondary education and before higher educa-
tion, and their transitions into higher education. Using the transcrip-
tions from the interviews, I crafted eleven narratives, created a trajec-
tory map for each of their narratives, and then analyzed and discussed 
their narratives in relation to earlier research and theory.  
 
I found that the students within my study faced many challenges along 
their educational trajectories. The majority of the students, 6 out of 11, 
had changed academic programs during upper-secondary education. 
Five of those six did so while interacting with a market-based educa-
tional model that took hold in Sweden during the early 1990s. These 
students, unlike the one who changed prior to the reforms in the 
1990s, also had to change schools as a result of this. This policy con-
tributes to educational ruptures for the students, who upon changing 
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programs had to sit out of school for a considerable period of time. I 
found that the experiences of these ruptures had lasting effects on stu-
dents, particularly on their beliefs in their ability to succeed academi-
cally and to make appropriate career decisions. This finding supports 
my earlier finding from the first research question, which suggests that 
student self-efficacy beliefs about academic skills and career-decision 
making correlate.  
 
I used, among other theories, careership theory (Hodkinson & 
Sparkes, 1997) and social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2012) to aid in 
my analysis and discussion of these narratives. As I detail in chapter 8, 
I find that students made pragmatically rational decisions that were 
neither fully rational nor irrational. I also found that these decisions 
did not reflect an experience that was fully agentic or fully determined 
by structure. This finding aligns with careership theory (Hodkinson & 
Sparkes, 1997) as well as structuration theory (Giddens, 1984). Like-
wise, I found that the notions in careership theory (Hodkinson & 
Sparkes, 1997) of horizons of action and interactions with education 
and employment fields were present within student narratives.  
 
I have listed six key findings below, all of which are detailed in chap-
ter 8:  

 
1. Most of the students interviewed had enrolled in more than one 

upper-secondary education program and/or school.  
2. Most of the students did not have a traditional trajectory into 

higher education because their qualifications for entry were not 
obtained during upper-secondary education.  

3. Student experiences varied in relation to the method they had 
to take to enter higher education (komvux, folkhögskola, entry 
with upper-secondary education qualifications), their position 
along the life course (age), their socioeconomic background 
(first-generation students in particular), and if they had a disa-
bility. Often these factors overlap highlighting the intersection-
ality of experience. 

4. Decisions about upper-secondary education and their ramifica-
tions were internalized by most students, despite evidence of 
influence from others and the environment.  

5. The decision-making process these students went through re-
flects elements of both self and collective self-efficacy beliefs, 
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as well as culture, which each shape and are shaped by the tra-
jectories students experience. Negative self-efficacy beliefs, in 
particular, linger and often had to be challenged in order for 
these students to progress towards higher education.  

6. Students viewed the introduction to university learning course 
as an opportunity to ease into higher education, strengthen 
their skills, and increase their confidence. 

 
Ultimately, a multitude of interesting themes are present within the 
narratives. In chapter 8, I discuss the loneliness of youth decision and 
the experience of being sent to market at the age of 15. Students also 
describe being sent to market as they transitioned into upper-second-
ary education without having the preparation, support, or tools needed. 
Students describe a lack of guidance as well as a strong reluctance to 
use guidance. Students narrate how it was hard at 15 years old to rec-
ognize that their agency within the educational marketplace was both 
exciting to have but also limiting, as they found their abilities de-
creased their power and value within the market. The guidance they 
received and the narrative they had been taught was that they were 
now autonomous youth who have been given a free choice of schools 
and programs. Most struggled to align this narrative with the reality 
they experienced: a market that they found was not free after all but 
actually limited based on their abilities, which were defined by the 
grades that determined their market value.  
 
When students did explore, they had to do so mostly on their own. 
The recommendations from career guidance practitioners and their 
own tendencies led them to do mostly only surface level exploration 
online. In chapter 8, I raise how this is concerning, as educational 
market interests maintain an increasing and increasingly predatory 
presence online. In chapter 3, I give an example of this taking place 
within the Swedish context. Students are seen as particularly lucrative 
targets for a market that is largely unregulated and is very much a part 
of what Zuboff (2019) describes as surveillance capitalism.  
 
A key finding is that all eleven students found the transition between 
compulsory education and upper-secondary education to be a key de-
fining moment in their lives that shaped both their self-efficacy beliefs 
about their academics and career decision-making abilities and their 
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educational trajectories into higher education. The experience of edu-
cational ruptures during upper-secondary education was particularly 
damaging for these students’ self-efficacy beliefs. These students in-
ternalized the experience of failure, and I find that they likely connect 
this with sociocultural notions and expectations of autonomous youth 
in Sweden. Further, the system of choice in place made these ruptures 
seem like a societal punishment placed upon the individual youth. The 
perceived punishment resembles a common one for children that 
which children in which they must take a “time-out” from participat-
ing to sullenly reflect on their individual behaviors and actions.  
 
Students ultimately did end up entering higher education, but they all 
did so after having their negative self-efficacy beliefs challenged. Stu-
dents in my research were challenged to rethink their beliefs through 
adult municipal education (komvux), workplace experiences, 
parenthood, diagnosis of a learning disability, and social persuasion 
and/or nudges. As they began to succeed in these experiences that 
challenged them, they entered higher education.  
 
Further, every student I interviewed stressed the positive role that the 
introduction to university learning course was played in helping them 
transition and feel comfortable at the university. This may be an ex-
ample of a curricular intervention that other universities could con-
sider encouraging as well as supporting the students that the Swedish 
state targets to widen participation in higher education.  
 
These narratives seem to strengthen the findings from the psychoso-
cial survey. Like the survey results indicate, the narratives suggest that 
there is a correlation between academic skills and career decision 
making self-efficacy beliefs. Students describe their beliefs about their 
ability to succeed academically and to make appropriate career deci-
sions in similar ways. Further, it is clear that experiences along the ed-
ucational trajectory within the folk-market are connected to, interact 
with, and are both shaped by and shape self-efficacy beliefs. Likewise, 
I suggest that the same occurs with collective efficacy as students ex-
perience challenges, find their own voice, and often negotiate the col-
lective efficacy beliefs held by their family unit. The findings indicate 
that collective efficacy beliefs interact with, shape, and are shaped by 
self-efficacy beliefs. 
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My assertion here is that the beliefs of individuals and those of the 
collectives to which students belong (in this case family) interact, 
shape each other. In addition, I find that a third interactive element 
plays a role in this process: culture. Culture can be seen within and 
through each of these narratives. Culture includes the family socioeco-
nomic background, geographic experience (rural vs. urban), access 
and use of various forms of social and cultural capital, etc. Based on 
these narratives, I suggest that an interactive process involving self-ef-
ficacy beliefs, collective efficacy beliefs, and culture plays a role in 
shaping and being shaped by the educational trajectory. I detail this 
further in chapter 9.  
 
In relation to educational policy, I find that three narratives seem to 
interact to lend support to the policies in place and foster strong no-
tions of both autonomous individualism and youth loneliness:  

1. Sociocultural narratives and legal rights of autonomous youth 
in the Swedish context 

2. Neoliberal narratives of choice, competition, and the transfer 
of responsibility from the state to the individual, which are as-
sociated with late modernity 

3. Adolescent narratives and psychosocial development related to 
breaking free from parents and authority 

 
These three lines of narrative can be seen throughout my review of 
Swedish sociocultural history, the evolution of the Swedish education 
system, and student experiences along their educational trajectories. 
Each of these is directly connected to the early 1990s market-based re-
forms of Swedish welfare which continue to play a significant role in 
the present Swedish welfare that I describe as the folk-market. 

 Folk-market theory 
As stated, my work in this dissertation has been abductive. As I detail 
in chapter 9, my findings, review of earlier research on sociocultural 
history of Sweden, the Swedish education system, and theory have led 
me to develop folk-market theory. Based on my abductive analysis, I 
find that there is a need for a new concept with greater explanatory 
power, as previous notions of the Swedish model of welfare are mis-
leading. There seems to be a lingering confusion regarding the current 
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Swedish welfare model that is associated with the challenge of recon-
ciling the policies associated with the folk-home and what exists today 
in Sweden. Taking this into consideration, I have developed the con-
cept of the folk-market.  
 
As I define in chapter 9, the folk-market is a welfare model in which 
citizens are required by their state to enter a transactional relationship 
with a market of service providers. The folk-market serves as both the 
filter and the medium through which interactions between both the 
family (collectives) and the state and the individual and the state oc-
cur. This market is often regulated and governed by the neoliberal phi-
losophy of state-sponsored competition and choice schemes. The folk-
market also must be understood as a duality. The folk-market is both a 
market for the folk (people) and a market of folk (people). The folk 
are thus both the consumers and the consumed. Therefore, by adopting 
a folk-market of welfare, states empower citizens to become consum-
ers of governmental services (often outsourced) and empower the 
market to consume citizens.  
 
Using this concept, I developed folk-market theory which uses Berg-
gren and Trägårdh’s (2015) theory of statist individualism as a tem-
plate. Folk-market theory both supports and challenges their theory. 
As detailed in chapter 9, folk-market theory (Figure 36) indicates that 
the relationship between individual and the state and family and the 
state have been distanced by the market. The transition regime, which 
divides childhood and youth along the life course, serves as the verti-
cal axis that also marks the transition point between compulsory and 
upper-secondary education.  
 
Results from my research suggest that three important factors interact 
within a process that helps shape experiences along the educational 
trajectory. These were self-efficacy, collective efficacy, and culture. 
Based on my results, self-efficacy seems to play a more dominant role 
in shaping the educational trajectory as students began to transition 
into upper-secondary education. Alternatively, the role of the family’s 
collective efficacy seems to play a more dominant role prior to upper-
secondary education. These both coincide with the transition regime in 
Sweden, which gives youth autonomy over school choice at the age of 
15.  
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Contrary to Berggren and Trägårdh (2010, 2011, 2015), I argue that 
late modern Sweden is not as dominated by statist individualism as it 
may have been in the past. Students in this study felt isolated from re-
ally much of any key relationship at all. They were definitely not sug-
gesting that they had a direct connection to the state in the way their 
theory suggests. Further, the Swedish sociopolitical context has 
changed dramatically since the early 1990s and with that, their de-
scription of statist individualism seems too simplistic. I do find their 
theory to be particularly helpful when using it to compare sociopoliti-
cal interactions between countries, but that the wider assertion that 
Sweden and Swedes in late modernity are driven mostly by a direct re-
lationship between the individual and the state does not reflect my 
findings nor the research on Sweden I have reviewed. The sociopoliti-
cal dynamic which Berggren and Trägårdh (2010, 2011, 2015) use 
seems to more closely resemble dynamics associated with the folk-
home, but do not reflect the current dominance of the folk-market.  
 
As individuals within the folk-market model of welfare reach the stage 
of youth, they are often deemed ready to be sent to market. The narra-
tive shared to youth often only tells one part of the duality that is the 
folk-market. For the folk-market is both where they are set for sail and 
set for sale. Students are pushed out to sea into a market where they 
are given the chance to navigate on their own. They also come to real-
ize how they are limited by their grades, which serve as a form of cur-
rency within the educational marketplace. The folk-market they sail 
into and through is equally designed to put them up for sale within a 
sea of often predatory service providers. As I stated in the previous 
chapter, citizens within a folk-market model of welfare have been so-
cialized to understand that upon entering their youth they were being 
set for sail, but what they often never realized was that they were also 
being set for sale. The words they heard sounded the same, but as a 
duality, the folk-market means two very different things. 

 Limitations 
No research project is without limitations. Several limitations may or 
may not have impacted my research. In this section I will briefly de-
scribe a few.  
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As indicated in chapter 2, the Berggren and Trägårdh (2015) text was 
only available in Swedish and German. Similarly, other texts I have 
used have only been published in Swedish. In each case, I have used 
translation software because I am not fluent in Swedish. I have taken 
steps to address this by gaining feedback from my supervisors.  
 
I have conducted this research as an outsider to the Swedish system. I 
also did so as a former insider within higher education and academic 
advising. As I discussed in chapter 6, I have spent time reflecting on 
how this may or may enhance and/or limit my research.  
 
During the translation of the survey instrument, one item was mistak-
enly left out (“Find out about the average yearly earnings of people in 
an occupation”). This mistake did not significantly impact the reliabil-
ity of the scale, analysis, or conclusions made.  
 
Cluster analysis is an exploratory tool (Putwain & Sander, 2014). 
Three clusters were used in this study, but other researchers could 
choose to use fewer or more clusters, leading to alternative interpreta-
tions.  
 
Narrative research within a case study format poses some limitations. 
First, the findings are not generalizable to the full Swedish population, 
nor were they intended to be. This study was focused on one course 
within a Swedish institution in which students chose to participate and 
therefore the generalization of findings is limited. The sample of stu-
dents was purposeful in that they highlight a unique group of students; 
however, the lack of random selection may or may not have limited 
the strength of my findings.  
 
I only surveyed and interviewed students once. This may or may not 
have limited my ability to provide holistic findings.  
 
Participants in this study self-selected to take the introduction to uni-
versity course and to participate in my study. In the end, 12 students 
signed up for interviews and 11 participated. This small sample may 
or may not limit my findings. 
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 Recommendations for future research   
After reviewing my findings and discussion, I have developed several 
recommendations for future research.  
 
My study was cross-sectional and therefore only represents a moment 
in time. Future longitudinal research would be beneficial to fully grasp 
the complexities of the phenomenon.  
 
This study was not designed to assess the curricular intervention in 
which the students in this study were taking part. Future studies 
should consider evaluating this intervention using academic skills and 
career-decision making self-efficacy. This may provide a more in-
depth understanding of the needs students have and those being ad-
dressed by the intervention. 
 
Additional studies that also involve career guidance practitioners 
would be beneficial to also gain greater insight into their experiences.  
 
More research needs to take place that focuses on what I have de-
scribed as youth in time-out. My findings suggest that educational 
ruptures may be detrimental, and more needs to be done to explore 
this.  
  
My findings suggest more needs to be done to compare how students 
transitioned between programs within the system prior to 1990s re-
forms and those who transition between programs (and often schools) 
today. It seems possible that increases in educational ruptures 
(Skolverket, 2011) may be connected to the transition regime changes 
put in place during the early 1990s, which requires students choose a 
school within a competitive market. It would be particularly useful to 
know the difference in the length of time that students were out of 
school as a result of any such changes.  
 
It would be beneficial for additional studies to take place that focus on 
how the role of upper-secondary education ruptures related to chang-
ing schools may relate to student progression and success in higher 
education.  
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A finding that was outside the main scope of this study that would be 
worth future exploration is the role gender plays with both academic 
skills and career-decision making self-efficacy and student percep-
tions of their agency during upper-secondary education transitions. 
Male students in my study held lower self-efficacy beliefs than fe-
males and also were the students who stressed the point that they did 
not really have agency in regard to the upper-secondary education 
“choice.”  
 
More research is needed to evaluate and compare regulations in place 
internationally to protect youth from predatory marketing both in tra-
ditional in-person interactions and those that youth have daily online. 
 
More research should be done to investigate the information literacy 
skills students have prior to evaluating and making educational deci-
sions at the age of 15.  
 
In my study, I focused primarily on self-efficacy beliefs but found that 
collective efficacy and culture also play significant roles. More re-
search focusing on the family as a collective unit with collective effi-
cacy beliefs would help strengthen this research area.  
 
The findings suggest that despite arguing that they were autonomous 
individuals, students also clearly relied on support from others. Future 
research should explore these dynamics further and explore if folk-
market theory may prove useful as it incorporates self-efficacy, collec-
tive efficacy, and culture.  
 
More research is necessary to further develop the concept of the folk-
market and folk-market theory. The theory presented within this dis-
sertation is the beginning of what I envision as my much wider re-
search trajectory involving the theory. It reflects the research, theory, 
and findings within this study. As a pragmatist, I see theory develop-
ment as a continuing process. Future studies will be useful in further 
developing this theory.  

 Recommendations for future practice 
My findings in this have also led me to develop several recommenda-
tions for practitioners who interact with students.  
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This study suggests that there are many aspects of the folk-market to 
which students are sent at the age of 15 that pose significant ethical 
questions. The Swedish government should appoint a research group 
to investigate the current regulations in place designed to prepare and 
protect youth from the predatory elements within the folk-market that 
students will inevitably encounter. This research group should focus 
on the duality of the folk-market. It is my view that too little attention 
has been paid to the fact that the government has structured an educa-
tional system and transition regime that sends youth to market at the 
age of 15 without adequate support, preparation, or protection. The 
experience students had of being set for sail but actually realizing they 
were being set for sale does not seem to exemplify a system designed 
with equality in mind. If widening participation is a goal for Sweden, 
the inequality and unethical treatment that youth face on the folk-mar-
ket must be addressed.  
 
I find that the experiences interacting with and being sent to market at 
15 years old pose significant challenges for students. The students in 
this study did not fully feel supported or fully seek guidance. It seems 
that much more work must be done to embed career guidance within 
education in the Swedish context particularly. As students in my re-
search were positive about career guidance embedded within their in-
troduction to university learning course, a similar course in compul-
sory education prior transition to upper-secondary may be helpful.  
 
Steps should be considered to encourage and normalize notions of de-
pendency and interactions with career guidance early in the education 
system. Students in this study found that their interactions with career 
guidance focused almost exclusively on their grades and the limits 
those grades placed upon them. More frequent and developmental in-
teractions with career guidance seems to be called for. This also 
means that the government must invest more into career guidance.  
 
It is my view that there needs to be a clear line drawn between the 
folk-market that students enter and the career guidance they receive. 
Career guidance professionals should not play a role in actively re-
cruiting students. This role infuses the market into their role and 
seems to be recognized by students who may see career guidance as 
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an extension of the misleading and predatory market forces they en-
counter outside of the guidance setting.  
 
Career guidance professionals should spend more time reflecting on 
how they are, maybe unconsciously, responsibilising youth as much as 
other actors and social structures within the folk-market. Students in 
this study left their guidance sessions feeling that they had not found 
support. Efforts should be made by career guidance practitioners to 
“concientise” students so they are encouraged to also consider struc-
tural and other factors instead of only their own individual failings 
within and along their educational trajectories (Sultana, 2018).  
 
Students in this study indicated that they lacked the skills necessary to 
process and evaluate the amount of information and options to make 
an appropriate decision. The information was confusing, often was 
marketing and bait offers, and the students may not have been able to 
process this information effectively at the age of 15. Hultgren (2009) 
found this was the case with older students who were preparing to 
make a decision for higher education. It, therefore, seems likely that 
efforts need to be made by educators to help students prepare and 
evaluate the information associated with the folk-market that the 
youth are expected to navigate into and through.  
 
The government should spend time reviewing the curriculum within 
national upper-secondary education programs to explore if more trans-
ferability between programs can be achieved. This could potentially 
decrease the significant delay switching programs involved within the 
trajectories present in this dissertation.  
 
It also seems that municipalities should explore alternatives to the in-
dividualized and isolated educational rupture structure students expe-
rienced when they changed subjects. The nature of adolescence sug-
gests that it already is a period along the life course that is isolating, 
stressful, and lonely. Creating a transfer program within municipalities 
that was structured, fostered community, and allowed students to im-
mediately take part upon changing subjects would be ideal. This could 
involve students moving into the transfer program that consisted of ac-
ademic and career development skill content with others who also 
were in the same situation. This could lower the sense of loneliness, 
foster a sense of community, strengthen skills they feel they did not 
have prior to their first decision making, and may help challenge their 
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negative self-efficacy beliefs before they become further ingrained 
during a lengthy experience of “time-out.” This could also serve as a 
mechanism for municipalities’ research into how they can better de-
sign career guidance. Universities in the U.S., for example, have simi-
lar “transfer seminars” to help students moving from one university 
into another build skills, confidence, and a sense of community. It 
seems to me that this model may work in the Swedish upper-second-
ary education context as well.  
 
Based on the findings in this study, I recommend higher education 
faculty and student support staff members spend time reviewing re-
search on both academic and career decision making self-efficacy, as I 
found them to be correlated. It is important to reiterate that self-effi-
cacy beliefs can be altered through mastery experiences, social model-
ing, social persuasion, and by improving physical and emotional states 
(Bandura, 1997; Pajares, 2008; Zimmerman, 1995). The results of this 
case-study also suggest that universities may want to consider target-
ing younger, first-year, undecided, and male students, who may partic-
ularly need additional support as they were more heavily clustered 
within the low and mid self-efficacy groups.  
 
Faculty and student support staff should consider developing and/or 
strengthening mastery experience opportunities, particularly designing 
them for students early in their academic career (Wright et al., 2014). 
These efforts should focus on both self-regulated learning behaviors 
(Ainscough, Stewart, Colthorpe, & Zimbardi, 2018; Ritchie, 2016) 
and career planning and decision making (Gordon and Steele 2015; 
Hackett 1995). Mastery experiences should be supplemented by fre-
quent interactions with and feedback from both instructors and peers 
to provide positive social modeling and persuasion (Bandura, 1997). 
Finally, efforts should be made to help students build knowledge 
about the psychological and health support services available to them 
as well as ways in which they can strengthen coping skills (Morton et 
al. 2013). For additional recommendations and suggestions review 
Bartimote-Aufflick et al. (2016) and Ritchie (2016). 
 
Students within this study came from a variety of disciplines within a 
large research-intensive university. The fact that such a variety of stu-
dents chose to take a voluntary course on learning in higher education 
suggests that developing an interdisciplinary curricular intervention 
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may help address the needs of students across campus and not only 
within one discipline. Students were likely compelled to take the 
course not only due to their perceived need to strengthen their aca-
demic skills but also their ability to gain academic credit doing so. In 
general, universities should consider developing holistic curricular ef-
forts providing academic credit alongside co-curricular efforts, both of 
which are designed for and open to all students (Ritchie, 2016, p. 87). 
Similar intervention efforts have had positive results (Ritchie, 2016). 
This will require university leadership, faculty, and student support 
staff involvement and collaboration, as suggested by leading student 
retention theorists (Bartimote-Aufflick et al., 2016; Ritchie, 2016). 

 Final thoughts 
Students in this study describe being sent to market at the age of 15. 
This experience had a lasting impact on their self-efficacy beliefs and 
their trajectory into higher education. The state, through education, 
had pushed them out to sea alone into confusing and often predatory 
waters without the support, skills, or tools necessary to navigate. They 
were lonely when they were first sent to market and they often placed 
the blame on themselves when things went wrong. This experience of 
being thrust out to sea without support into a largely unregulated mar-
ket of profit-driven educational entities goes against many long-held 
cultural notions of a Swedish folk-home or statist individualism.  
 
Instead, the findings and previous research I have reviewed suggest 
that the current Swedish welfare and education system is not a folk-
home but a folk-market where responsibility has been largely redi-
rected from the state towards the individual and family, who are both 
tasked with interacting within a complex market of service providers. 
The folk-market is a duality and is both a market for folk and a market 
of folk. States adopting folk-market models of welfare enable both 
their citizens to be consumers and empowers the market to consume 
their citizens. This can be seen throughout the student experiences 
along their educational trajectories that I have presented. I believe that 
my findings and development of folk-market theory will make a large 
and lasting contribution to educational research and broader social sci-
entific study of Sweden and other countries in late modernity.  
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Since the 1990s, the Swedish state has largely recalibrated its relation-
ship with individuals and families (collectives). As I have detailed, the 
relationship between the state has become both more distant and less 
direct. Neoliberal reforms embedded the market within this relation-
ship and it now acts as both the filter and medium through which the 
state and individuals and the state and families (collectives) interact. 
This recalibration challenges many Swedish cultural notions and the 
sense of Swedish identity that had been developed alongside the social 
democratic folk-home.  
 
The folk-home that was designed to provide citizens a stable, secure, 
protective, and direct relationship with the Swedish state has largely 
evolved into the folk-market. As the fall of the Swedish empire had 
challenged Swedish identity in 1809, so too has the rise of the folk-
market in late modernity. In similar ways, Swedish citizens today find 
themselves at sea when the reality of their abandonment becomes 
clear for the first time. For the students in my study, their experience 
of being sent to market was the moment they began to come to grips 
with the reality that will be their adulthood in Swedish society. They 
began to learn that they were not only being set for sail, but also set 
for sale. As they looked back at the shore where they were just pushed 
out to sea, they noticed they were now alone, at 15-years old, and 
were expected to navigate the folk-market without mast, without sails, 
without compass. 
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11. Svensk sammanfattning 

 Syfte 
Syftet med denna avhandling är att utforska studenters erfarenheter av 
sina vägar in i högre utbildning i en svensk kontext. För att närma mig 
detta syfte så holistiskt och allsidigt som möjligt utgörs min forsk-
ningsansats av fyra fokusområden: 

 
1. Sveriges sociopolitiska historia, svensk kultur och utvecklings-

steg som har bidragit till att forma det moderna Sverige. 
2. Det svenska utbildningssystemet efter andra världskriget, dess 

kulturella och historiska rötter, och särskilt den struktur som lig-
ger till grund för dagens utbildningsvägar mellan gymnasiet och 
högre utbildning. 

3. Studenters självförmåga (self-efficacy), dvs. tilltro till sin för-
måga att göra karriärval och att vara akademisk vid inträde i 
högre utbildning. 

4. Studenters erfarenheter av deras vägar (educational trajecto-
ries) mellan gymnasiet och högre utbildning. 

 
Jag tar upp det första fokusområdet i kapitel 3 där jag presenterar ett 
narrativ om Sveriges sociokulturella historia och framväxten av den 
svenska välfärdsstaten. I kapitel 4 tar jag upp det andra fokusområdet 
genom att diskutera utvecklingen av det moderna svenska utbildnings-
systemet och den struktur som formar studenters upplevelser. I kapitel 
7 presenterar och diskuterar jag de empiriska fynden från en psyko-
social enkät-undersökning av studenters akademiska och karriärvals-
mässiga självförmåga. Jag behandlar det fjärde fokusområdet i kapitel 
8 där jag presenterar och diskuterar elva studentnarrativ om deras 
vägar in i högre utbildning. 
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 Forskningsfrågor 
 

Följande forskningsfrågor vägledde denna avhandling: 
 

1. Hur samspelar tilltro till den egna förmågan att göra karriärval 
med tilltron till den egna  

2. akademiska förmågan, gällande studenter i en introduktionskurs 
till universitetsstudier?”Hur upplever studenter sina vägar mel-
lan gymnasiet och högre utbildning i en svensk kontext? 

 Sammanfattning av forskningsprojektet 
och dess resultat 

I det här avsnittet beskriver jag kortfattat hur avhandlingens två forsk-
ningsfrågor har besvarats. För en fullständig beskrivning av resultaten 
och diskussion av dem hänvisas till kapitlen 7 och 8. 

11.3.1.1. Karriärvalsmässig och akademisk självförmåga 
 
För att besvara den första forskningsfrågan utvecklade jag en psyko-
social enkätundersökning som var avsedd att mäta studenters karriär-
valsmässiga och akademiska självförmåga. Studenter inom en intro-
duktionskurs till universitetsstudier (N = 75) vid ett stort universitet i 
Sverige tillfrågades för medverkan under femveckorskursens andra 
vecka. De medverkande studenterna (n = 62 [82%]) visade sig ha en 
viss spridning i fråga om ålder, erfarenhet av universitetsstudier och 
akademiskt ämne. 
 
Jag analyserade data från enkätundersökningen på tre sätt: för korre-
lation, kluster och beskrivning. Jag fann en statistiskt signifikant kor-
relation mellan karriärvalsmässig och akademisk självförmåga (Pear-
son coefficient: 0.657 p-värde = 0.001). Då de två formerna av själv-
förmåga korrelerade delade jag in studenterna i tre kluster baserat på 
deras nivå av självförmåga på både skalorna (tilltro till sin akademiska 
förmåga och till att göra karriärval). Män, yngre (19–24 år), förstaårs-
studenter och studenter som ännu inte har bestämt sig för en viss en 
viss karriär samlades i kluster inom grupperna med låg eller och me-
delhög självförmåga. 
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Resultaten från denna del av forskningsprojektet innehåller en rad in-
tressanta fynd som jag diskuterar mer detaljerat i kapitel 7. Generellt 
pekar dessa på att yngre, förstaårsstudenter och obeslutsamma studen-
ter tycks ha lägre nivåer av självförmåga än sina likar, vilket ger stöd 
åt vad som framkommit i tidigare forskning. Men i resultaten fram-
kommer även att gruppen män hade lägre självförmåga än kvinnor. 
Detta samband tycks inte tas upp i tidigare liknande fallstudier och ty-
der på att mer forskning behövs för att undersöka detta ytterligare. 

11.3.1.2. Utbildningsvägar 
För att besvara den andra forskningsfrågan om utbildningsvägar ge-
nomförde jag 11 semistrukturerade och narrativa intervjuer som foku-
serade på studenternas erfarenheter av att gå in i och igenom en gym-
nasieutbildning, av tiden efter gymnasiet och innan högre utbildning, 
samt av övergången in i högre utbildning. Med hjälp av transkription-
erna från intervjuerna konstruerade jag 11 narrativ och en kartläggning 
av utbildningsvägarna i var och en av dessa. Sedan analyserade och 
diskuterade jag narrativen i relation till tidigare forskning och teori. 
För att strukturera narrativen delades studenterna upp i fyra narrativ-
grupper: traditionella studenter, förstagenerationsstudenter, äldre stu-
denter och studenter med funktionsnedsättningar. 
 
Jag fann att studenternas olika utbildningsvägar utgjorde en rad olika 
utmaningar. Majoriteten av studenterna, sex av tio, hade bytt program 
under gymnasiet. Fem av dessa sex bytte efter att den marknadsbase-
rade utbildningsmodellen inrättades i Sverige. Till skillnad från de 
som bytte gymnasieprogram innan dessa reformer var dessa studenter 
också tvungna att byta skolor. Detta kunde i sin tur innebära att det 
uppkom längre avbrott i utbildningen i väntan på att få plats på den 
nya skolan. Vidare fann jag att dessa avbrott har haft bestående effek-
ter på studenterna och särskilt i relation till deras tilltro till sin förmåga 
att lyckas akademiskt och fatta lämpliga karriärbeslut. Detta ger stöd 
åt svaret på den första forskningfrågan, dvs. att det tycks finnas en 
korrelation mellan studenters akademiska självförmåga vid universite-
tet och deras karriärvalsmässiga självförmåga. 
 
I mina analyser och diskussioner av narrativen tog jag stöd ibland an-
nat i karriärteori (careership) (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997) och social 
kognitionsteori (social cognitive theory) (Bandura, 2012). Liksom jag 
beskriver mer detaljerat i kapitel 8, identifierar jag hur studenterna 
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gjorde pragmatiskt rationella vägval som varken var helt rationella el-
ler irrationella. Jag fann också att dessa beslut inte fattades utifrån en 
fullt fri vilja, dvs. agens, eller fullt utefter bestämmande samhälls-
strukturer. Dessa fynd går i linje med karriärteori (careership) 
(Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997) såväl som struktureringsteori (structu-
ration theory) (Giddens, 1984). Likaledes fann jag att karriärteorins 
(careership) (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997) idéer om handlingshorison-
ter och interaktioner med utbildnings- och anställningsfält reflektera-
des i studentnarrativen. 
 
Nedan har jag listat sex centrala resultat, vilka alla genomgås närmare 
i kapitel 8:  

 
1. De flesta av de intervjuade studenterna hade gått på mer än ett 

gymnasieprogram och/eller -skola. 
2. De flesta studenternas vägar in i högre utbildning var otradit-

ionella då studenterna inte erhöll rätt form av behörighet under 
gymnasiet. 

3. Studenternas erfarenheter varierade beroende på hur de hade 
gått tillväga för att komma vidare in i högre utbildning (kom-
vux, folkhögskola, högskolebehörighet från gymnasiet), var de 
befann sig i livet (ålder), deras socioekonomiska bakgrund 
(första generationsstudenter i synnerhet), samt om de hade nå-
gon funktionsnedsättning. Ofta överlappar dessa faktorer och 
skär in i varandra vilket särskilt belyser hur studenternas upp-
levelser är intersektionella. 

4. De flesta studenter såg sin utbildningsväg som en konsekvens 
av egna beslut om sin gymnasieutbildning, trots evidens för att 
den i lika hög grad påverkas av andra människor och av mil-
jön. 

5. Beslutsprocesserna som dessa studenter gick igenom innehål-
ler element av både individuell och kollektiv självförmåga, 
samt av det kulturella sammanhanget, vilka alla formar och 
formas av studenternas utbildningsvägar. Vidare tycks i syn-
nerhet negativ självförmåga dröja sig kvar över tid och vara 
något studenterna behöver komma över för att ta sig vidare 
mot högre utbildning. 

6. Studenterna såg introduktionskursen till universitetsstudier 
som en möjlighet att underlätta deras inträde i högre utbild-
ning, att stärka sina akademiska färdigheter och att förbättra 
sitt självförtroende. 
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Det framträder således en mängd intressanta teman ur narrativen. I ka-
pitel 8 diskuterar jag ensamheten i att fatta egna beslut som ung och 
upplevelsen av att skickas ut på marknaden vid 15 års ålder. Studen-
terna beskriver vidare hur de vid sitt inträde på gymnasiemarknaden 
var oförberedda och saknade både stöd och nödvändiga verktyg. Stu-
denterna beskriver en frånvaro av vägledning och att de samtidigt 
hade en stark motvilja mot att ta emot sådan hjälp. Studenterna berät-
tar hur det var svårt att som 15 åring leva med ett spännande fritt val 
på utbildningsmarknaden som samtidigt var begränsande, då de blev 
medvetna om hur deras skolmeriter gav dem ett lågt marknadsvärde. 
Den enda vägledning de hade fått var att se sig som självständiga ung-
domar med ett fritt val att välja skolor och program. Många av studen-
terna fick det kämpigt att få ihop denna självbild med den verklighet 
de mötte på utbildningsmarknaden. Studenterna upplevde att deras fria 
val på denna marknad inte var särskilt fritt, utan begränsat av hur de 
definierats som människor av sina betyg och vad av värde de hade att 
erbjuda marknaden. 
 
När studenterna såg sig omkring för att utforska sina valmöjligheter 
skedde detta mestadels på egen hand. Rekommendationerna från väg-
ledningen i kombination med att vara tonåring i största allmänhet, 
ledde till att detta utforskande mestadels skedde ytligt och online. I ka-
pitel 8 lyfter jag hur detta kan ses som problematiskt då utbildnings-
mässiga marknadsintressen bedriver alltmer aggressiv marknadsföring 
online. I kapitel 3 ger jag exempel på hur detta sker inom ramen för 
den svenska kontexten. Elever och studenter kan antas bli betraktade 
som en särskilt lukrativ målgrupp på en marknad som i hög grad är 
oreglerad och en del av vad Zuboff (2019) beskriver som en övervak-
ningskapitalism. 
 
Ett viktigt fynd är att alla 11 studenter upplevde att övergången mellan 
grundskolan och gymnasiet utgjorde en avgörande livshändelse som 
formade både deras akademiska och karriärsvalmässiga självförmåga, 
samt deras vägar in i högre utbildning. Avbrott under gymnasieutbild-
ningen var särskilt förödande för dessa studenters självförtroende. 
Upplevelsen av misslyckande präglade dessa studenter vilket jag i 
denna avhandling sätter i samband med sociokulturella föreställningar 
och förväntningar om fritt väljande ungdomar i Sverige. Vidare gör 
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det fria skolvalssystemet att dessa studieavbrott framstår som en sam-
hällelig bestraffning av den enskilda eleven. Denna form av bestraff-
ning påminner om en där ett barn som har uppfört sig illa måste ta en 
”time-out” för att tänka över sina handlingar. 
 
Studenterna inträdde till slut i högre utbildning efter att ha få tagit itu 
med sina negativa självförmågor. Studenterna utmanades att ompröva 
sin självförmåga genom kommunal vuxenutbildning (komvux), ar-
betslivserfarenhet, föräldraskap, diagnosticerad inlärningssvårighet, 
samt övertalning och uppmuntran från omgivningen. Det var efter 
upplevelser av att klara utmaningarna inom dessa områden som de 
kunde gå vidare in i högre utbildning. 
 
Vidare betonade var och en av de intervjuade studenterna hur intro-
duktionskursen till universitetsstudier spelat en viktig roll för dem i 
övergången och att vara bekväma på universitetet. Denna kursverk-
samhet kan stå som ett exempel på hur utbildningssystemet kan upp-
muntra och stödja de studenter som främst åsyftas inom ramen för den 
svenska statens ambition om ett breddat deltagande i högre utbildning. 
 
Dessa narrativ tycks stärka resultaten från den psykosociala enkätun-
dersökningen. I likhet med enkäten pekar narrativen på att självför-
måga gällande både den akademiska förmågan och förmågan att göra 
karriärval korrelerar. Studenterna beskriver sin tilltro till deras för-
måga att lyckas akademiskt och till att fatta lämpliga karriärbeslut på 
liknande sätt. Det är vidare tydligt att erfarenheter längs utbildnings-
vägen inom ett valfrihetssystem är kopplade till, samspelar med, samt 
formas av och formar en students självförmåga. Jag menar att det 
samma även gäller för kollektivs självförmåga då studenten möter ut-
maningar, finner sin egen röst och omförhandlar den kollektiva själv-
förmågan som finns inom studentens familj. Resultaten tyder således 
på att den kollektiva självförmågan samspelar med, formar och formas 
av den individuella självförmågan. 
 
Utöver individuell och kollektiv självförmåga har jag även funnit ett 
tredje element som är med och och samspelar i formningen av studen-
ters erfarenheter. Jag menar att individens och kollektivens (i detta fall 
studenternas familjer) föreställningar samspelar och formar varandra 
ömsesidigt i relation till kulturen som en tredje nyckelkomponent. 
Detta kulturella element framträder både inom och genom vart och ett 
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av dessa narrativ. Kulturen kommer till uttryck genom familjens so-
cioekonomiska bakgrund, geografiska skillnader (landsbygd kontra 
stad), tillgång till och användning av olika former av socialt och kultu-
rellt kapital, etc. Baserat på dessa narrativ menar jag att studenters er-
farenheter längs sina utbildningsvägar delvis formar och formas en 
process där individuell och kollektiv självförmåga, samt kultur sam-
spelar med varandra. 

 En teori om folkmarknaden 
Liksom behandlats tidigare har det analytiska arbetet i den här av-
handlingen utgått från en abduktiv slutledningsmetod. I kapitel 9 be-
skriver jag ingående hur detta har innebutit att mina resultat i relation 
till tidigare forskning om Sveriges sociokulturella historia och det 
svenska utbildningssystemet, samt till teori har lett fram till att jag ut-
vecklat en så kallad folkmarknadsteori (folk-market theory). Ur min 
abduktiva analys har det framkommit ett behov av ett nytt begrepp 
som fångar den svenska välfärdsmodellen på ett mer klargörande sätt 
än tidigare, något vilseledande terminologi. Det tycks finnas en ihål-
lande förvirring kring den nuvarande svenska välfärdsmodellen som är 
kopplad till en svårighet att förena nationens djupt rotande folkhems-
tanke med dagens politiska verklighet. Det är mot denna bakgrund jag 
här har utvecklat begreppet folkmarknaden. 
 
Liksom definierat i kapitel 9 utgör folkmarknaden en välfärdsmodell i 
vilken medborgarna är påbjudna av staten att ingå en transaktionell re-
lation med en marknad av tjänsteleverantörer. Folkmarknaden funge-
rar som ett filter och medium för det samröre som sker mellan famil-
jen (kollektiv) och staten, och mellan individen och staten. Denna 
marknad regleras och styrs mestadels av den statligt subventionerade 
nyliberala filosofi som grundar sig i idéer om valfrihet och fri konkur-
rens. Men folkmarknaden ska samtidigt förstås som en slags dualitet. 
Folkmarknaden är både en marknad för folket och en marknad av folk. 
Folket är således både de som konsumerar och som konsumeras. Ge-
nom att upprätta en folkmarknad för välfärden uppmuntrar staten sina 
medborgare bli konsumenter av välfärdstjänster (ofta outsourcade) 
samtidigt som den uppmuntrar marknaden att så att säga konsumera 
medborgarna. 
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Jag har utvecklat folkmarknadsteorin med Berggren och Trägårdhs 
(2015) teori om statsindividualism som förelaga, vilken min teori både 
stöder och utmanar. Liksom diskuterats mer detaljerat i kapitel 9 be-
skriver folkmarknadsteorin (figur 1) hur marknaden har kommit att 
skjutas in som en mellanhand i relationerna mellan individ och stat, 
och mellan familj och stat. En så kallad övergångsregim (transition re-
gime) skiljer barndomen och ungdomen längs livloppet (avläses åt 
vänster i triangel) och illustreras av den vertikala prickade linjen, vil-
ken samtidigt markerar övergången mellan grundskolan och gymna-
siet. 
 
Resultaten av min forskning pekar på att det är framför allt tre viktiga 
faktorer som samverkar i den process som formar erfarenheter längs 
en utbildningsväg. Dessa faktorer utgörs av individuell självförmåga, 
kollektiv självförmåga och kultur. Vidare tyder resultaten på att det 
var den individuella självförmågan som spelade den mest domine-

Figur 1 Folkmarknadsteori (folk-market theory) 
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rande rollen i hur utbildningsvägarna tog form i samband med att stu-
denterna började på gymnasiet. Före gymnasiet visade sig dock famil-
jens kollektiva självföråga utgöra den viktigaste faktorn. I modellen 
ovan har jag därför placerat självförmåga på den vänstra sidan, under 
individ, gymnasiet och högre utbildning, och kollektiv självförmåga 
till höger, under familj och grundskolan. Här är det viktigt att ha i 
åtanke att individuell och kollektiv självförmåga samspelar under hela 
livsloppet trots att mina data pekar på att en av dessa blir mest domi-
nant under olika livsstadier. Denna samspelsprocess illustreras av pi-
larna under triangeln i modellen. 
 
Den tredje faktorn i samspelsprocessen utgörs av kulturen. Kulturens 
avgörande betydelse kommer till uttryck genom hela min forsknings-
process och denna avhandling, från Sveriges sociokulturella historia 
till dess centrala betydelse inom karriärteori. I modellen ovan placerar 
jag kulturen som en del i den samspelsprocess som formar och formas 
av individuell och kollektiv självförmåga. Kulturen placeras även i an-
slutning till den båtillustration som jag valt att ha med i modellen. Bå-
ten representerar en ständigt närvarande bärare av kultur som samti-
digt formas av kulturen. I titeln till denna avhandling använder jag ett 
citat av general Von Döbeln som skrev om att Sverige var utan mast, 
utan segel, utan kompass. I avhandlingen har jag funnit att studenterna 
inträder på folkmarknaden med en liknande avsaknad av förutsätt-
ningar för att ta sig vidare. Men i relation till citatet vill jag också be-
tona att studenterna inte saknar en ”båt”. Båten symboliserar den kul-
tur som lever i och genom varje individ längs deras livsvägar, vilken 
samtidigt både formar och formas av dessa vägar. Vid en närmare titt 
på modellen framträder konturerna av en mast, ett segel och ett pass 
ovanför båten. ”Masten” representerar den övergångsregim som är di-
rekt kopplad till staten genom den politiska sfären, ”seglet” represen-
terar relationerna mellan Berggren och Trägårdhs (2015) tre sociopoli-
tiska enheter (stat, individ och familj), och ”kompassen” illustrerar 
slutligen den samspelsprocess av individuell och kollektiv självför-
måga, och kultur, som formas av masten och seglen längs vägen. På 
samma sätt påverkar kompassen masten och seglen längs vägen. 
 
En viktig aspekt som modellen avser att signalera är att relationerna 
mellan stat, individ och familj, dvs. ”seglet”, hålls på plats, inte bara 
av livsloppet, utan även av folkmarknaden. När individer växer upp 
och blir ungdomar inom en folkmarknadsmodell för välfärd anses de 
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redo att inträda på marknaden. Men den berättelse som delges ungdo-
mar tar ofta bara upp en sida av den dualitet som folkmarknaden ut-
görs av. Folkmarknaden är nämligen både där studenterna ska dväljas 
och säljas (set for sail and set for sale). På denna resa kan studenterna 
delvis navigera på egen hand men begränsas samtidigt av sitt värde på 
folkmarknaden. Den folkmarknad som studenterna seglar in i och ige-
nom  – samt blir till salu på – utgörs av ett hav av inte sällan tämligen 
skrupelfria tjänsteleverantörer. När studenterna hela tiden har fått höra 
att de ska ut på sin ”seglats” till marknaden, var det inte lika klart att 
de samtidigt också skulle säljas. Att ”dväljas” och att ”säljas” på folk-
marknaden klingar lika i studenters öron, men de olika sidorna av 
folkmarknadens dualitet innebär två väldigt olika saker. 
 
I ljuset av denna avhandling menar jag att de centrala relationerna 
mellan de olika sociopolitiska enheterna i Sverige har förändrats sedan 
början av 1990-talet. Detta utmanar Berggren och Trägårdh (2010, 
2011, 2015) och pekar på att deras beskrivning av statsindividualism 
är alltför förenklad och därigenom vilseledande. Deras modell är an-
vändbar för jämförelser av sociopolitiska relationer mellan länder. 
Men deras övergripande hållning, att Sverige och svenskar i den så 
kallade sena moderniteten främst drivs av en direkt relation mellan in-
divid och stat, harmonierar inte med mina resultat eller med den 
svenska utbildningsforskning jag har tagit del av. Jag har därför revi-
derat deras triangelmodell av den sociopolitiska dynamiken genom att 
tydligare koppla den till begreppen individuell och kollektiv självför-
måga (Bandura, 2000, 2012). Den sociopolitiska dynamik som Berg-
gren och Trägårdh (2010, 2011, 2015) beskriver tycks främst gälla 
folkhemsmodellens tidigare glansdagar, men återspeglar inte folk-
marknadens nuvarande dominans. 

 Avslutande tankar 
Studenterna i denna avhandling beskriver hur de utan stöd försöker 
navigera genom ett hav av förvirrande alternativ, val och begräns-
ningar. Framför allt upplever de att de har skickats ut på marknaden 
utan att uppleva någon direkt relation med, eller stöd från staten. Detta 
tycks strida mot mycket av idéerna kring folkhem och statindividual-
ism. Istället tyder både avhandlingens resultat och tidigare forskning 
på att det nuvarande svenska välfärds- och utbildningssystemet utgörs 
av en folkmarknad där ansvaret till stor del har flyttats från staten till 
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individ och familj, vilka nu står inför uppgiften att interagera med en 
komplex marknad av tjänsteleverantörer. Folkmarknaden utgörs av en 
dualitet och ska förstås som en marknad både för folk och av folk. Sta-
ter som antar folkmarknadssystemet för sin välfärd gör det möjligt för 
sina medborgare att vara konsumenter på en marknad, samtidigt som 
denna marknad tillåts på sätt och vis konsumera sina medborgare. 
Detta blir synligt genom alla de studenterfarenheter av utbildningsvä-
gar som jag har presenterat i denna avhandling. Min förhoppning är att 
jag med min forskning och utveckling av folkmarknadsteorin kan ge 
ett betydande och varaktigt bidrag till pedagogisk och samhällsveten-
skaplig forskning i relation till Sverige och andra länder i senmoderni-
tetens tidevarv. 
 
Sedan 1990-talet har den svenska staten i stort sett omkalibrerat sitt 
förhållande till individ och familj. Denna omkalibrering har utmanat 
mycket av den svenska självbild som formats i spåren folkhemstan-
ken. Min forskning pekar på att folkhemmet nu dramatiskt har omfor-
mats till en folkmarknad. 
 
År 1809, efter att Sverige förlorat Finland till Ryssland och känslan av 
att vara en stormakt försvann, skedde en liknande omformning av det 
svenska samhället och dess självbild. För studenterna i min studie 
tycks denna förlustkänsla genljuda genom historien då de skickades 
till marknaden 15 år gamla. Det är en känsla som liknar det general 
von Döbeln skrev om Sverige efter att ha förlorat sitt imperium. Lik-
som Sverige kan ha upplevt då som nation, upplevde studenterna i 
denna avhandling på många sätt att de navigerade utan mast, utan se-
gel, utan kompass. 
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