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Abstract 

 

Based on a two month-long fieldwork in a Swedish upper secondary school, this thesis              

examines student attitudes and strives to increase the understanding of how they are formed,              

how students and teachers are positioned to the collective habitus, as well as how the               

students’ views of their attitudes relates to their practical expressions of them. The study is               

placed in a scientific debate regarding student resistance and conformity but shifts the focus              

from the implications they have to the motivations they are the result of. The analysis is                

grounded in research suggesting that the main factors for the formation of attitudes is the               

means to obtain what you desire as well as the freedom to choose that you desire. The                 

conclusion settles around speculations to why the student attitudes look like they do, such as               

lack of symbolic capital or adoption of social roles given to them, as well as a need to fit into                    

the collective habitus or experiencing feelings of shame and hopelessness. It is also suggested              

that there is a disjuncture between the students’ narratives and practices of the attitudes and               

that the reason behind this might be feelings of shame and hopelessness created by not fitting                

in. 
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Introduction 

Problematisation 

The time was around 10 am and I sat at a table with three students in a criminology lesson. I                    

was listening to them discussing something regarding crime and deviance and they were             

struggling to understand the teacher’s instructions. The teacher was circulating in the room,             

answering the students’ questions in smaller groups. When he came to the table I was sitting                

at, the girls sitting next to me told him “we don’t understand”, “what don’t you understand?”                

he replied, to which one of the girls says “everything!”. This discussion kept going back and                

forth until the teacher posed a counter-question in order to make them reflect over the topic,                

when one of the girls exclaims “I can’t be bothered with this!” and left the classroom.  

 

*** 

 

This study investigates, and aims to contribute with further knowledge on, how student             

attitudes are formed as well as what shape they take. It is based on a two month-long                 

ethnographic fieldwork in the beginning of 2018 at a Swedish upper secondary school from              

which I hope to shed some light on the matter. Attitude is one of my main concepts in this                   

essay and also inhabit a rather multifaceted character, I therefore contribute with my own              

definition later in the thesis and explain how I use it in order to avoid any misunderstandings.                 

However, it could be briefly explained as any action or practice that is aimed towards the                

school as a entity. The vignette, presented further up, portrays a type of situation that occurs                

every day in schools. Different types of attitudes directed to the school, whether it is               

resistance or conformity, are interesting to look at as it can affect both the effectiveness of the                 

teaching as well as the well-being and happiness of the students. The educational system can               

be seen as one of the most crucial institutions in our society. Its role in the creation of social                   

beings is by some previous scholars considered to be stronger than the role of the family                

(Broady 1998:4). By further investigating the attitudes that could cause disjunctures or            

conjunctures with the educational system is therefore of interest - to see what the reasons               

might be for students to conform or resist. 

 

3 



Within the school of educational anthropology, studies regarding resistance and conformity in            

the classroom is not new. Earlier research (e.g. Alpert 1991; Brooks & Rogers 1981) have               

discussed the implications of student resistance as well as in what forms it is expressed. This                

thesis is therefore placed in this theoretical debate, however, the focus is somewhat shifted.              

The main focus in this thesis will lie partly on the formation of the student attitudes but also                  

the relation between the narratives around the attitudes and the expression of them. Many of               

these other scholars have concluded that student resistance puts pressure on teachers and also              

on other students as the classroom experience is both produced by and reproduces student              

attitudes. Furthermore, it has also been discussed that teachers may change their way of              

teaching - whether subconsciously or not - based on the amount of positive attention they get                

from students. What these conclusions represent is only what student attitudes lead to, but              

they disregard the reason to why the attitudes look like they do. Bracha Alpert states: “I                

perceive students' behaviors of opposition and resistance (...) to be a common, legitimate             

mode of expression and reaction in the classroom” (Alpert 1991:363). I would argue that this               

statement shuts the door on the potential to further investigate the reason behind the              

resistance, or conformity for that matter. By saying that the attitudes expressed by students              

merely are “common” and “legitimate” means that there is no need for more speculations              

around the question why this happens. Despite this statement possibly being true, she should              

have allowed for further research within the area that she overlooked. 

 

However, Alpert does reflect over certain aspects that I would like to get back to later and                 

develop further. She discusses different shapes of resistance in a similar manner of how I               

would like to frame the different forms of student attitude. Namely, she categorises the              

resistance as “Reluctant Participation: Silence and Mumbling”; “Arguing”; “Conformity and          

Compliance”; and “Resistance as Conformity” (Alpert 1991:354-356). Similar to this, I           

would like to suggest that student attitudes can take many different shapes and be the result of                 

many different factors - in this essay, I will attempt to contribute some knowledge on what                

their shapes and motivations might be. 
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Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to increase the knowledge of the motivations that might be                

behind the creation of different student attitudes as well as attempting to investigate the              

relationship between narratives and practices revolving around these attitudes. This by           

looking at the ways that the students and teachers look at and experience the students’               

attitudes as well as taking my observations of their actions into account. Moreover, this thesis               

aims to contribute to the debate presented above by shining a light on something I consider is                 

rather overlooked - namely, the reasons behind student attitudes rather than the effects they              

have on the students’ external environments. The questions I then ask are: My main question,               

how might the motivations behind student attitudes look; as well as reflection regarding, how              

are these attitudes understood by the students and teachers; and how does the relationship              

between the narratives and the practices revolving the attitudes look? These three research             

questions will be presented in the three main themes of the analysis, respectively.  

 

Definition of a Main Concept 

In this section I explain what I mean with the concept attitude and explain how it is                 

represented in my field. What this concept would entail could be very vast, but the main                

factors I looked at was: body language, attentiveness, and how the student talks to/about the               

school and the teachers. It could hence be defined as some form of embodied expression that                

are formed based on external impressions. I am aware that the analysis of this form of                

behaviour is highly subjective, but this will be combined with the interlocutors’ experiences             

of the attitudes and therefore creating some form of middle ground between their             

understandings of the attitudes as well as my understanding of them. It is therefore important               

so see if there is a disjuncture between the narratives and practices as well as between the                 

different students’ and teachers’ understandings of the attitudes. Furthermore, I believe that            

there would be some form of collective habitus of the educational system that would maintain               

some form of general understanding of what different attitudes would represent, similar to             

what Michel Foucault would call discourse or Pierre Bourdieu would call doxa (Foucault             

2002; Bourdieu 1977, respectively) - hence, a collective rulebook of the field. The             

understanding of various attitudes would therefore be some form of tacit knowledge in the              

context of the school - what is appreciated by the school and what it not. Because of the fact                   
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that both I, as researcher, as well as the teachers are schooled within this collective habitus,                

the understandings of what is right and wrong would be similar. The students on the other                

hand, who have not undergone as much schooling of the rulebook, should have more of a                

variation in their attitude, the question is then what this would be due to. Hence, you have to                  

learn school in the same way as you have to learn anything else (Bourdieu 1967:346ff.).               

What is important to note is then that when I refer to an attitude as good or bad, I am merely                     

suggesting that this is what the collective habitus would argue - hence, what the school as an                 

entity would consider as good or bad student behaviour. Another important thing, as I have               

suggested earlier, is that this attitude - good or bad - can be synonymous to conformity or                 

resistance. 

 

Disposition 

I will begin by presenting my methods and my course of action in applying them in the field.                  

Here, I will also account for my own position in the field and how this might have affected                  

the material as well as reflecting over potential problems and issues I have encountered.              

Following will be a presentation of my theoretical framework and how it is related to the                

research area. In this section, definitions of my main terms and concepts will also be given in                 

order to clarify and avoid potential misunderstandings of my use of certain terms. Thereafter              

comes the analysis and presentation of empirical material, here I will discuss the ways in               

which the students’ attitudes are expressed and speculations regarding the formation of them.             

Furthermore, the analysis will tackle questions regarding what the collective habitus entails            

and how the students and teachers related to it, as well as an analysis of the relationship                 

between the narrative and practice of attitudes. Following the analysis comes a conclusion             

where I present the final findings and suggest where future research could be needed within               

the field.  
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Methodology 

As mentioned earlier, this thesis is based on my fieldwork at a Swedish upper secondary               

school where I spent two months, January to March 2018, following a class of approximately               

30 students. The school was fairly small with around 500 students and it is actually my old                 

school that I graduated from some four years ago. The international programme that I went               

had been closed down and most teachers that I knew had therefore been ‘relocated’ to other                

schools where teaching in english is more relevant. One of the few people I still knew was the                  

principal who then became the gatekeeper, the one giving me access, to my field. This gave                

me a greater chance to access the field without actors having pre-made associations about me               

- everyone in the field were strangers to me. 

 

The main methods I used during my fieldwork were participant observation and informal, as              

well as semi-structured, interviews. I decided to carry out both of these methods in order to                

be able to combine both the interlocutors narratives around the attitudes as well as the               

observable practices and how the attitudes are expressed. In this section of the thesis I will                

explain my course of action in applying these methods and what problems I discovered along               

the way. Furthermore, I will reflect over various ethical considerations that became relevant             

over the course of my fieldwork.  

 

The execution of participant observation was something that developed over time during the             

two months I spent in the field. When I entered the field I was fairly overwhelmed by the                  

whole thing: what to look for; who to talk to; what to write down; and generally - where to be                    

and when to be there. Because of this confusion, I began by taking the role of, what Kathleen                  

DeWalt and Billie DeWalt calls, moderate participator (DeWalt and DeWalt 2011:23). With            

this term they mean that you are present in the field, identifiable as researcher, but do not                 

actively participate - rather only observe. I did this to a beginning, sitting in the classroom                

and observing, listening to what the students were talking about and in what way they were                

talking, what words they used. This was fairly helpful as it gave me a general understanding                

of who the students were - both by giving me names and faces, but also by giving me an                   

understanding of who was more or less invested in their schoolwork. I will get back to this in                  

the section My Interlocutors. The level of participation increased over time with me starting              
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to talk to some of the students about their schoolwork in the different lessons and later also                 

asking to do more of a structured interview with them. The reason that I was hesitant and                 

rather passive in the beginning of my fieldwork can be because of many factors: the fact that                 

it was my first time doing fieldwork; the fact that joining a class with teenagers who have a                  

strong unity is tough; or, frankly, that I went back and manifested my own role as a student                  

instead of my role as a researcher. My idea that since I did no longer know anyone at the                   

school, everything would be fine, was maybe not the case. I reckon that I acted passive in                 

exactly the same way as a ‘new kid in the class’ would. This was something I reflected on in                   

the field as well and actively tried to overcome. 

 

After I had been in the field for about two weeks, I began to ponder over who I should                   

interview and make the focus of my study. I ended up interviewing four students and four                

teachers, who will be presented in the next section - My Interlocutors. The teachers I asked to                 

interview were the ones in charge of the lessons that the class had altogether, and the students                 

I ended up interviewing were the ones that were willing to participate. I was lucky with the                 

fact that the students that were willing to be my interlocutors expressed, according to my               

observations, different attitudes - two of them expressed behaviour that is compatible with             

what the school wants, and the other two expressed more resistant behaviour. When             

interviewing the students and the teachers, I approached them via informed consent, meaning             

that they was thoroughly informed on who I was and what I was doing as well as what would                   

happen with what they told me (Aull Davies 2002:46ff.). At the beginning of the              

semi-structured interviews I also explained that I am using pseudonyms in my essay and that               

everything they say will be anonymous, I also gave them the opportunity to choose their own                

pseudonyms in order for them to feel more calm about the fact that I will not misuse the trust                   

they put in me. I was as clear as I could be with this because I wanted to avoid any                    

misunderstandings of what the study was about and what it would be used for (Aull Davies                

2002:81). The reason I chose to use semi-structured interviews was because the interlocutor             

is then allowed to speak more freely about the topic and can therefore lead to a more                 

comprehensive answer - this by being more flexible in what questions I choose to ask and in                 

what order I ask them (Aull Davies 2002:95). The topics the interviews revolved around              

were: their relationship to school; what their families worked with and what educations they              

had; what their plans for the future are; and how they compare themselves to others in the                 
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class. One of the interviews was with two female students as they insisted to be interviewed                

together. I tried to see if they were willing to be interviewed separately, but realized that it                 

was either interviewing them together or not at all. The problem with this is that in interviews                 

with more than one interviewee, the risk of dishonest answers regarding personal information             

increases and the risk of one interviewee taking a dominant role and leading the interview               

increases (Aull Davies 2002:104). However, it could also be positive as they could             

potentially inspire each other to talk more as they are comfortable in each other’s presence.               

One of the students also took a more passive role in this interview and I was therefore forced                  

to turn the interview into a more structured one with more direct questions in order to get                 

answers from both of them, this would not have been needed if the conversation kept flowing                

without me moderating it (Aull Davies 2002:96). It must be accounted for that the reason that                

this interview was more strained than the other two interviews I had with students (both               

male) is the factor of gender. Their want to be interviewed together and also being relatively                

passive during the interview can be results of me being a cis man and therefore creating some                 

form of disjuncture in the relationship between me and the female students (DeWalt and              

DeWalt 2011:99ff.). This is stated clearly by Charlotte Aull Davies: “Any differences – such              

as those based in gender, class, age, status – which have implications for differential access to                

power in the wider society will affect interaction during the interview” (Aull Davies             

2002:99). Another factor that could affect the outcome of the interviews is age, the age gap                

between both me and the students, but also between me and the teachers. I did not experience                 

this as a major problem but it must be kept in mind that the answers given to me by the                    

interviewees might be affected by it. 

 

My Interlocutors 

In this study, as earlier mentioned, I have eight main interlocutors - four students (who are in                 

the focus of the study) and four teachers. There were two female students (Amanda and               

Anna) and two male students (George and Michael), they were all 18 years old and went their                 

last year in the upper secondary school. The teachers, on the other hand, were three males and                 

one female. Three of the teachers had worked there for a long time (approximately 7 years),                

whereas one of the male teachers (my contact person) had worked there a shorter time               

(approximately 3 years). The process of being granted contact with my interlocutors was not              
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an easy task. The teachers were fairly easy to approach as they were somewhat fixed - being                 

the ones in charge of the lessons I attended, and the fact that they were positively inclined                 

towards me made it comfortable to interview them. The students, however, were more             

difficult. Their choosing of me played a big role in me getting the opportunity to interview                

anyone. Multiple students rejected my attempts to get closer or interview them. So the ones               

that became the main interlocutors of this study were fairly outgoing people and interested in               

what I was doing. It became clear that getting access to interlocutors is very dependant on                

whether they are interested and available to help (Aull Davies 2002:78). 

 

A Moment of Introspection  

During the time of my fieldwork and also afterwards, now, during my writing of this essay - I                  

have had some reflections regarding my own execution of the fieldwork as well as the               

process in general. The limited time we, as undergraduate students, get in the field made it                

difficult to form relationships with the informats strong enough for them to be entirely              

trusting. I must admit that it is plausible that I could have done more, or at least differently, in                   

order to maximise the use of the time - e.g. have multiple interviews with the same students.                 

However, I did not feel comfortable attempting to force anything. Aull Davies (2002) claims              

that relationships in the field, just as any relationship, develop over time (Aull Davies              

2002:81). Although, I have my suspicions that two months is too short of a time to develop a                  

strong enough relationship to ensure that misunderstandings and lying is avoided.  

 

This short time also creates another potential issue I have been thinking about - namely,               

generalisability. Anthropology is famous for drawing conclusions related to a particular           

context, usually avoiding to resort to bigger generalisations (Aull Davies 2002:91). However,            

even the generalisability confined to my specific context - the school I did my fieldwork at -                 

is challenging due to the constraints of the fieldwork. I must note though that this is not only                  

because of the time limit but also because of the strict structure of the school. I felt powerless                  

in many scenarios during my fieldwork because of the fact that I could not overcome the                

structure of the school. I had to adjust my schedule to fit in with the school’s as I could not                    

take the students away from their lessons and they were very reluctant to spend their time                

with me during breaks or lunches. Furthermore, multiple classes, which were my forum of              

10 



contact, were cancelled due to various factors such as week-long breaks, illnesses, and             

development talks . Because of these constraints, it was a fine balancing act between             1

acquiring the data I needed and at the same time following the structure of the school. I                 

attempted, because of the lost time, to approach the students as much as I felt comfortable                

with during classes without disrupting them. I socialised with them regarding their            

schoolwork as well as about other things in order not to disturb their studying too much.                

These constraints also highlighted the importance of my interviews and exponentially           

increased the value of the data I got through them. Luckily, I did feel that my observations                 

were sufficient enough in order to be able to have my own understanding of the students’                

attitudes and therefore using the interviews with the students and teachers to widen my scope               

and get more interpretations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 A discussion where the teacher and student talk alone regarding the student’s prospects in school - what they 
have to improve in order to reach higher grades. 
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Theoretical Framework 

To further understand the reason behind these students’ attitudes, I will take inspiration from              

Bourdieu’s (1967; 1977) concepts in his idea of practice theory: symbolic capital; habitus;             

field; and doxa (see also Bourdieu & Passeron 1990). Furthermore, I will also use some               

studies within anthropology of well-being (Bellah et al. 1996; Jankowiak 2009) to attempt to              

explain why the attitudes look like they do by seeing certain accounts of the effect of                

autonomy and freedom of choice. I chose these two theories as they felt relevant to answer my                 

main question - why student attitudes look like they do. Bourdieusian theory was somewhat of               

an obvious choice as it focuses around people’s capital and it was clear that my student                

interlocutors had vastly different social and cultural backgrounds. Freedom of choice also            

became a clear choice after my interviews as all of the students, without me asking about it,                 

started talking about pressure from home. The applications of these theories will be further              

illustrated in the Analysis section, and a more descriptive variation of the theories will be               

presented here. 

 

Bourdieu & Circumstantial Differences  

The reason Bourdieusian theory gets its own section is because it is one of the main theories                 

when it comes to explaining socio-economic relationships and therethrough the representation           

of different social classes. Bourdieu’s practice theory explains how social beings are            

produced by, and reproduces, the world around us. In order to do this, he coined a series of                  

concepts: capital; habitus; field; and doxa (Bourdieu 1977). Capital comes in multiple forms -              

cultural, social and economic - and entail all assets an individual possesses. These assets              

would then be everything from cultural knowledge and social networks to monetary wealth.             

In this thesis I focus mainly on symbolic capital, namely cultural and social, which carry a                

central importance in that it needs to be recognised by other people in order to get its value                  

(Broady 1998:6). These forms of capital then build a foundation for what Bourdieu calls,              

habitus. Habitus is defined as a type of embodied life-history that shapes our dispositions              

(Bourdieu 1977:78ff.). Everyone’s habitus then acts together in a field and continuously gets             

produced by, but also reproduces, other’s habitus. Lastly, Bourdieu’s concept doxa is similar             

to what I call collective habitus - namely, the general understanding of what is considered               

right and wrong in a specific social setting. It can loosely be defined as a general rulebook of                  
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the field, tacit knowledge that is objectively understood (Bourdieu 1977:164f.). The           

difference between the two is that what I call collective habitus is only related to a specific                 

social setting, namely the school. Whilst doxa, in a Bourdieusian sense, refers to what is taken                

for granted in a society as a whole (Bourdieu 1977:164). 

 

One anthropologist who takes inspiration from Bourdieusian theory is Fanny Ambjörnsson           

(2008) in her study of how girls as a category is created. She spent a year at a Swedish upper                    

secondary school studying girls and what was considered as normal and abnormal, right and              

wrong - her study investigates what role class, sexuality and ethnicity plays in the creation of                

gender. Ambjörnsson states that what makes Bourdieu’s idea about class different from what             

it was considered earlier is that he puts emphasis on that it is a “culturally, socially and                 

emotionally expressed differentiation, constructed through active actions and social         

relationships ” (Ambjörnsson 2008:35). Earlier sources referring to class described it more a            2

socioeconomic classification (Ambjörnsson 2008:35). Ambjörnsson also plays on a         

development of Bourdieu term habitus, namely structure of feeling: 

 

“[E]motional determination of the subject, which is both created by past experiences and             

structural constraints, and furthermore forms the conditions for the ways in which they             

communicate with the outside world” (Ambjörnsson 2008:98). 

 

I would argue that this structure could have a strong impact on the students’ view of the                 

school and especially attitude towards it. The students, based on their past experiences, will              

embody a certain emotion connected to the school as an entity - this can then be expressed in                  

ways of resistance or conformity. Ambjörnsson operationalises Bourdieu's theory in her           

monograph. Just as Ambjörnsson did with a questionnaire, I also collected information about             

the students’ socio-economic situations through interviews (Ambjörnsson 2008:42). Inquiring         

about such things as their parents’ professions, what type of education their family members              

had, and what type of activities they do in their leisure time. 

 

2 Note that this is my own translation of the original source which is in Swedish. Further quotes from interviews 
will also be my own translations as they were carried out in Swedish. 
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This theory is relevant for my study because if the statement Bourdieu makes - that students                

who come from households of academics and highbrow culture enters the school with better              

circumstances (Bourdieu 1967; Bourdieu & Passeron 1990) - is true, then it should be              

observable. This could hence be one of the reasons behind the student attitudes - their               

symbolic capital and social class. It must be noted that Bourdieu bases his work on the French                 

society in the 50’s and 60’s and that this differs from the context my study is taken place in.                   

However, I believe that the theory in itself, that if you are brought up with academics around                 

you and inhabit an understanding of that collective habitus, then you will not experience              

feelings of anxiousness for being exposed to an alien surrounding. I argue this because if you                

are familiar with the doxa, you will understand how to behave without experiencing any              

social sanctions. However, if you are not aware of how to behave, your traits that stand out                 

will be an element of uncertainty. This was clear in my student interlocutors as well, the traits                 

that made them different were for some reason talked about with a negative connotation. 

 

Freedom of Choice 

The second aspect I am using as a theoretical foundation for my study is the idea of a freedom                   

of choice - a form of individualism or autonomy. Scholars (e.g Bellah et al. 1996; Jankowiak                

2009) have previously studied the connection between autonomy and well-being in various            

cultural contexts. Despite the fact that these examples are positioned in other cultural contexts              

as well as revolving around totally different, some would say, more serious issues - I believe                

that the theory behind it is the same. The fact that a loss of choice would result in a more dull                     

life experience and henceforth a potential resistant attitude. 

 

William Jankowiak (2009) studied well-being in Hohhot, China. He concluded that the            

communist regime, that took away the individuals’ autonomies, resulted in people losing their             

will to live, as the mystery and charm life holds was gone (Jankowiak 2009:156). Jankowiak               

states that people wish to have a certain amount of responsibility over the lives they are living,                 

and if that responsibility is taken away from them they are left with frustration and an                

undermined well-being (Jankowiak 2009:156). When the regime changed and the          

government’s control over personal lives decreased, people became happier - the freedom that             

14 



was given to the people hence had a direct positive effect on the people of Hohhot (Jankowiak                 

2009:157). 

 

In American culture, the normative goal has always been to strive for an autonomous and               

individualistic lifestyle (Bellah et al. 1996:47). Bellah et al. states:  

 

“With the freedom to define oneself anew in a plethora of identities has also come an attenuation                 

of those common understandings that enable us to recognise the virtues of the other.” (Bellah et                

al. 1996:48)  

 

The increased amount of differences that are created in a culture where individualism thrives              

will create more disjunctures than in a homogenous society, therefore instead of relating to the               

entire cultural context, we tend to create “small world[s]” of our own that we relate to (Bellah                 

et al. 1996:50). Decisions what to do and when to do it is based on the autonomous                 

individual’s idea of effectiveness (Bellah et al. 1996:47). If one’s autonomy is then             

undermined in a cultural context where it is so central, it is not bizarre to assume that feelings                  

of frustration, impatience, and ultimately, resistance would increase. 

 

However, what these examples conclude does not necessarily have to be true - it must be                

noted that it can only be concluded related to a particular cultural context. In the context of                 

the school which I did my fieldwork at, individualism seemed to be dominant. This was               

expressed by the students as they seemed happier regarding things that they got to choose               

themselves. Because of the fact that, as I mentioned earlier, the school is such a central                

institution in our society and that we are taught from a young age that school is important, not                  

having control over one’s decisions regarding it could be scary. Alexander Grob eloquently             

states: “Not being in control of subjectively important events certainly affects one’s life more              

than not being in control of subjectively unimportant events” (Grob 2000:321). 
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Analysis 

In this section, my empirical data will be presented within a narrative that attempts to tackle                

the aforementioned research questions. My data will be connected back to the theoretical             

framework in order to strengthen my argument. However, the data will mainly speak for itself               

and give an account of how student attitudes, the creation of them and the expression of them,                 

might look. 

 

The What and Why of Attitudes 

Already the first day in the field I noticed that the attitudes expressed in the classroom varied                 

from active participation to clear boredom and even outspoken dislike. The class that I              

followed were working on group projects about malevolence over the two months I spent              

with them and therefore spent a lot of time getting to choose themselves if they wanted to                 

stay in the classroom and work or go somewhere else. It was interesting to see that the                 

students who decided to leave the classroom were usually the same at every lesson, which               

made me question if they were studying at all. When the students were split up in groups, the                  

teachers walked around and helped the groups individually. I therefore chose to combine             

sitting around with some of the groups when they were alone as well as walking around with                 

the teacher. I did this because I wanted to get an idea of both what they were talking about                   

when the teachers were not around, as well as how they interacted with the teachers. One of                 

the students that ended up being one of my interlocutors, Anna, had been sitting with her                

group talking about things that did not regard the school. They were talking about their               

graduation party and other various recreational matters. When the teacher finally got to their              

group, asking if they needed any help, Anna exclaimed that she does not understand what she                

is supposed to do. She had a strong sense of hopelessness about her, that everything she was                 

doing was in vain. Later, during our interview together, it turned out that she had difficulties                

with the Swedish language as she had only recently moved here, but that despite the language                

barrier she put extreme pressure on herself to get good grades. This hopelessness seemed to               

be what made her not participate, as she experienced it not being possible anyway. Anna               

stated:  
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“I have to work much harder than others have to. I have only lived here for seven years, and it is                     

not the same thing to just sit and talk casually in a foreign language as it is to read academic texts”                     

- Anna 

 

What can be taken from this is that Anna is lacking in, what we could call, linguistic capital,                  

a part of the symbolic capital as language is a cultural asset. When being in a field but lacking                   

the symbolic capital going with that field, feelings of hopelessness and lack of belonging is               

natural. Hence, there seems to be an emotion-aspect to the motivation behind their attitudes -               

as I mentioned earlier, anything that does not correspond with the collective habitus creates              

negative emotions. This could be seen in light of Ambjörnsson’s idea structure of feeling, that               

the symbolic capital that these individuals have, affect their emotional reactions. Other than             

this, the student interlocutors all had quite similar levels of observable capital. All of their               

parents worked in prestigious jobs and they all had similar interests in their leisure time -                

spending time with friends and watching netflix or youtube. One student that could be seen as                

standing out, apart from Anna, would be George. George’s parents were the only ones who               

had not studied at university, but his mother had a job within the realm of highbrow culture                 

and George has therefore spent a lot of time around that. The similarity in the students’                

symbolic capital might not be a surprise however, as they all belong to a similar social class -                  

raised in the same areas and ending up at the same school. 

 

It is important to note that, as I earlier mentioned, different attitudes - whether resistance or                

conformity - can be expressed in many different ways. My categorisation of attitudes in these               

two labels is therefore not totally fixed but I felt it necessary to separate them in some way in                   

order for the analysis to be clearer. The resistance and conformity was expressed in various               

degrees ranging from: silence and inattentiveness to outspoken frustration; and from invisible            

A-graders to active participation. The importance of understanding that these attitudes exist            

on a spectrum that is ever-changing is paramount. It would be very easy to mistake a student                 

who is never seen or heard as embodying a resistant attitude when the fact of the matter                 

would be that the student is excellent, enjoying school and performing to high standards. This               

is where Alpert’s (1991) aforementioned categorisations come into use. The two different            

sides of the attitude spectrum are expressed, to the most part, as two clearly different               

attitudes. One is resistance which could be seen in forms of unwillingness to cooperate,              
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leading to silence and inattentiveness. But resistance could also be expressed in forms of              

outspoken dissatisfaction. There were, for example, some students that did not fully            

understand the teacher’s questions and therefore yelled out: “I cannot be bothered with this!”              

and left the classroom. On the other side of the spectrum, conformity would in most cases be                 

expressed in forms of active participation and asking the teacher questions, as well as staying               

behind in the classroom during breaks and after the lesson ended to talk to the teacher about                 

their schoolwork. However, the two parts of the attitude spectrum do not necessarily have to               

act in two different ways, they can be more similar that first thought. Alpert categorises one                

type of attitude as “Resistance as Conformity” (Alpert 1991:356). With this she means that              

students who are attempting to succeed in school still have adversities that threaten their              

grades as the school system does not take individual interpretation into consideration (Alpert             

1991:356). For example, a couple of students in the class I followed were dissatisfied as they                

felt unfairly treated by the teacher and therefore felt like there was no point in trying because                 

they did not get a chance to succeed even if they did try. Another example could be Anna’s                  

language barrier that I mentioned previously. She expressed a form of resistance, not rooted              

in a deprecative attitude towards the school, but rather in her feelings of inability. So these                

attitudes can take many different shapes, resistance does not have to be expressed in              

rebellious outcries but can rather be expressed in doing the absolute minimum schoolwork             

needed to get a passing grade - to embody a resistant attitude does therefore not mean to                 

actively work against the system but rather that you show some form of dissatisfaction, you               

do not conform to every detail. However, as I have touched on previously, attitudes are not                

fixed and can vary from day to day, or even from minute to minute.  

 

In the interviews with my interlocutors it became clear that the specific subject and teacher is                

paramount for the student attitude. If the subject is one that the student does not enjoy or the                  

teacher is someone the student does not like, their attitude will be more resistant than if the                 

subject is something they found fun with a teacher they like. This might seem obvious but I                 

still believe that despite this, there is a vast variation between students to which extent their                

attitudes change based on this. Some students would most probably express more conformity             

to a teacher they do not like than others. Also the influence of the students’ parents seemed to                  

be central in the formation of their attitudes. During my interviews, I asked my student               

interlocutors questions regarding their families’ educations and whether university was a part            
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of their plans. I did this because I wanted to get a sense of the pressure they have from home                    

to perform well and continue onto higher education. Anna quickly answered “yes” to the              

question whether she is going to university. She explained that education is something that is               

a given in the culture of her home country, they are graded from an early age and are assumed                   

to continue to higher education. So apart from her sense of hopelessness because of the               

language barrier, she has tremendous pressure from home to perform well because of her              

cultural background. Amanda, similarly, had pressure from home. When I asked if university             

had always been on the agenda, she answered:  

 

“I guess so, since my parents went [to university]. (...) I actually wanted to take an aesthetic                 

program [in the upper secondary school], if I was allowed to follow my heart or whatever.” -                 

Amanda 

 

Michael, another one of my interlocutors, did not, like Anna and Amanda, experience that              

much pressure from home. He told me that his parents had explained the perks of attending                

university, especially for him as his dream job is to become a lawyer. When I asked if his                  

parents are the reasons behind him wanting to go to university he said no. He reckoned that                 

the reason behind it is his own ambition to learn. Lastly, George explained that he had been                 

advised by his parents to attend university because of the fact that they did not and therefore                 

understand the adversities you face without any higher education. He told me that when              

growing up, his parents had been more active in saying that he should go to university, but in                  

later years when he has told them that he might not want to, they have been okay with that.                   

They support him in whatever path he wants to take. It is clear that my interlocutors have                 

different situations when it comes to the pressure felt from family about attending higher              

education. This can be connected back to the theory of freedom of choice. George and               

Michael did not experience that much pressure from home and hence had more autonomy in               

their choices whether to go to university and also what type of program in their current school                 

they wanted to attend. This might be a contributing factor to them being positively inclined to                

things regarding school. George was, both according to himself and the teachers, regularly             

involved in extracurricular activities and always said “yes” to being a helping hand in              

whatever came his way. Michael, similarly, was positive and enjoyed learning, even though             

he told me that his favorite part of school was the social aspect of it. Both Anna and Amanda                   
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however, did experience a lot of pressure from their families, and in Anna’s case even from                

her cultural background. Amanda was even told that she could not attend the program at               

upper secondary school that she wanted and this may be the reason for her expressing some                

resistant attitudes. She told me that she had been pulled aside by a teacher and criticised for                 

often arriving late. The teacher had, according to Amanda, said “You arrive late quite often,               

that’s not good when you start work, it’s pretty embarrassing then”. Amanda did not take this                

critique to heart however as she has learned from experience that there are no consequences               

for it. This could then be seen as resisting, and could plausibly be because of the fact that she                   

did not choose herself to be where she is. Apart from the increased resistant attitude, this                

pressure could also plausibly create negative emotions, such as stress and anxiety, which             

brings us back to what seems to be fairly central - the emotion-aspect. 

 

Jankowiak (2009) stated that the two most important things in order to experience well-being              

are freedom of choice as well as “the means to obtain desired resources” (Jankowiak              

2009:149) - hence, autonomy and capital. These two factors might therefore be the reason              

behind the students’ attitudes. In the particular context of my study, Jankowiak’s statement             

seems plausible as the students’ backgrounds and the pressure they are experiencing from             

home seem to have an affect on both their mental state (emotionally) and attitude              

(expressively).  

 

Being Part of the Collective Habitus 

The question of being part of the collective habitus - following the shared rulebook of the                

field, the understanding of how it is appropriate to behave - is one that can be viewed in                  

multiple ways. The collective habitus, just as social norms or national laws, is based              

primarily on tacit knowledge. Just as well that people are aware that it is not acceptable to                 

break the law, neither is it acceptable to use your phone during class, or put your feet on the                   

table. This might seem like a drastic comparison - to compare national laws to contextual               

norms - but the premise is the same. However, what must be reflected upon is that the                 

collective habitus might not exist as an omnipresent totality in the context of the school.               

Rather, there might only be a collectively understood foundation to the rulebook, whilst the              

other layers are up to individual interpretation. What is considered right and wrong in the               
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eyes of the teachers might differ from the eyes of the students, and even between individual                

teachers and students. I would therefore suggest that in most Swedish schools, but certainly in               

the one I carried out my fieldwork, there is a fixed foundation to the collective habitus where                 

such things as: using your phone during class; screaming and disrupting; and sleeping, is              

collectively understood as wrong and if you then go against that you are actively embodying               

a resistant attitude. However, to what extent and with some differences in actions of what is                

considered wrong, will vary from individual to individual. The four student interlocutors I             

interviewed, as well as what I gathered from participant observation in the classroom, all              

agreed that students are behaving correctly as long as they complete the expected school              

work and do not actively disrupt the teaching by screaming and such. The behavioural              

aspects of using your phone or being inattentive did therefore not seem to fit into the                

collective habitus of the students, as long as you produce the expected outcome and do not                

disturb other students, why should you not be allowed to approach your learning in whatever               

way you want? However, there seemed to be an awareness by the students that certain               

behaviour, despite being accepted by students, is not accepted by other actors - like teachers               

or the school system. An example of this could be what I mentioned earlier, Amanda arriving                

late and being confronted about it. This could then be seen as an active resistance against the                 

foundation of the collective habitus. Or, it could be seen as an indication, together with the                

students’ agreement over what is right and wrong, that the collective habitus is in need of a                 

reform according to the students. I say this because it seems that the understanding of what                

the collective habitus entails is shared, although there is not an agreement over the fact if this                 

is the best or most efficient version. The notion of not fitting into the collective habitus could                 

then probably create, similar to not having the correct forms of capital, a sense of               

hopelessness. So in order to avoid the negative emotions presented, there seems to be a need                

to fit into the collective habitus. How that situation would be expressed however, could look               

in various ways as I mentioned earlier. It might be the case that if you do not fit in because                    

you are doing something that is deemed not correct by the collective habitus, you might just                

keep doing more things that are not correct as it feels hopeless - it could hence be a negative                   

spiral effect. Interestingly, the teachers did not have a shared idea either about what a good                

student is. I asked each of my four teacher interlocutors what type of student they usually had                 

a hard time dealing with and their answers were quite varied. Only one of the four teachers                 

said that he had issues with boys who are disruptive and act tough, a type of student that I                   
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expected teachers to struggle with. The other three however, had more issues with the              

“goodie two shoes” who answers too many questions or lack any form of character. These               

three teachers all gave me very similar answers to my question. They stated that students who                

are generally more troubled are more fun to deal with. That when you reach someone who                

has a hard time in school, you (as a teacher) get so much more back. So it seems that even the                     

teachers are disagreeing on what the collective habitus should entail. Or perhaps this only              

tells us that teachers generally enjoy a challenge, to convert troubled students into abiding the               

collective habitus.  

 

Another potential reason behind different student attitudes, and whether they follow the rules             

of the collective habitus or not, is the adaptation to roles given to you. It might be the case                   

that the students only embody the roles given to them by their external environment, whether               

that is other people or, as Bourdieu’s theory of practice leans towards, your social class.               

Ambjörnsson (2008) discusses this in her monograph - that students adopted different            

behaviours depending on what context they were in. Ambjörnsson tells a story about this              

female student who was considered by her classmates of being promiscuous and thereafter             

starting to act according to the role given to her. Ambjörnsson argues that one’s sense of                

existence is relied upon the identification to a specific role and that these roles to which we                 

identify can be different depending on the social context (Ambjörnsson 2008:210f.). We            

might be promiscuous in school, but an ambitious child at home, and the office clown at                

work. Perhaps this is what is observed in this study. It might be the case that my student                  

interlocutors are only embodying the characteristics assigned to them by their social            

surrounding. Anna might have been called “the foreigner with bad swedish” so many times              

that the attempts of overcoming the language barrier stops. Same thing with Amanda, maybe              

she has been considered as the misfit aesthete who was not supposed to go to the behavioural                 

science program anyway, and therefore resorts to a pattern of arriving late and expressing              

resistant behaviour. These are all possibilities - that a person’s behaviour changes in order to               

adapt to one’s surroundings, or one’s collective habitus. The need to fit in therefore seems               

central in the creation of various attitudes, everyone attempts to fit in by adjusting to a social                 

role given to them. The need to fit in is also pivotal regarding the mental well-being, as when                  

experiencing alienation due to some trait, negative emotions such as hopelessness and shame             

is increased. 
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Narrative vs. Practice 

Something I noticed when I started comparing my finds from participant observation with the              

information I got from the students in interviews was that there seemed to be some type of                 

disjuncture between how the students understood their own attitudes and how the expression             

of them looked. There is hence another dimension to the attitudes, one that suggests that               

conformity and resistance does not necessarily have to be a conscious choice, but rather a               

result of what Bourdieu would call habitus. It seems that we get shaped into conforming or                

resisting on such a fundamental level over the course of our lives that we lose the ability to,                  

in some cases, consciously understand it. One of my student interlocutors, George, claimed -              

when asked about his own attitude compared to the rest of his classmates - that he was                 

somewhere in the middle. He told me that he does not really care that much about school, but                  

that his above-average results are due to the fact that he has an easy time studying. George’s                 

understanding of his class as a whole was that there is a collective ethos claiming that you do                  

not have to do everything - sometimes you can relax and watch youtube in class. However,                

when comparing his own account to mine, and the teachers’ understanding - they did not               

correspond. The teachers, when asked about George’s attitude and potential, said that he is              

one of the most involved students at the school, always positively inclined to help. One of the                 

teachers also said: “In life, he can reach however far he wants”. In my own observations as                 

well, George came across as a student with a strong work ethic who jumps at any opportunity                 

to learn and I never once saw him have a dispute with a teacher, or even disagree. So it seems                    

that his own understanding of his attitude does not correspond with what is seen in practice.  

 

On the other side of the spectrum, Anna, who refused to participate in group presentations               

and multiple times expressed dissatisfaction, told me that she consider herself being            

somewhere in the middle but might be in the higher section. She claimed that she puts a lot of                   

pressure on herself and feels disappointed if she gets a B on a test, as well as that she both                    

cares more and puts more time into studying than others in the class. When speaking to the                 

teachers, this performance did not seem to correspond with her own account. Of course, I do                

not know if the students, or teachers for that matter, are truthful with me during the                

interviews or if their answers are ridden with social pressure of being a certain version of                
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oneself. But based on my material, both interview-based and my own observations, there             

seems to be a disjuncture between the narratives and practices of attitudes.  

 

What this is due to is difficult to say. It might be related to the aforementioned adaptation to                  

roles - that when asked, the students have one idea of what their attitude is like, but in                  

practice it is characterised by the assigned role they are enacting. Furthermore, it could also               

be affected by the emotion-aspect. When asked, the students’ answers might diverge from             

their practices because of feelings of shame and regret when discussed within the collective              

habitus that could consider it negative. A third option could just as well be that the answers I                  

got from the students in the interviews were untruthful because of the fact that I did not create                  

strong enough relationships with them and therefore did not earn their complete trust. The              

reason behind the disjuncture is difficult to say but I would argue that it is rooted in the need                   

to fit in and the strong nature of the collective habitus. Nevertheless, the phenomenon is of                

interest as it says something about the nature of attitudes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

24 



Conclusion 

What I have attempted to accomplish in this thesis is to shine a light on something that                 

previous studies within the field have somewhat overlooked - the reasons behind particular             

student attitudes. It must be noted that this is only the beginning of, what could be, a very                  

interesting topic of study. The empirical data in this thesis is not sufficient to be able to                 

generalise any major conclusions but works well to highlight interesting questions for further             

research. In order to prove the purpose of my study and answer my research questions I have                 

shown that student attitudes, whether good or bad, can be shaped by a wide range of different                 

factors. First off, I have shown that having a lack of symbolic capital can create feelings of                 

hopelessness. As with Anna’s lack of linguistic capital, making her feel as there is no point in                 

even trying. Further, I showed that attitudes are not fixed, that they can shift situationally               

based on if the student has an interest in the subject or a liking in the teacher. However, for                   

some students, their attitude changes more because of this one factor, resisting everything             

that one teacher says, whilst other students do not get that affected by it but merely find it less                   

enjoyable. Following this, I suggested that what could be a central part in the formation of                

student attitudes is the level of autonomy the students are allowed. Amanda and Anna, who               

are experiencing quite high levels of pressure from home, and for Anna also feeling it               

because of her cultural background, are expressing some resistant tendencies such as not             

participating in group projects or arriving late.  

 

Another major reason behind the motivations behind student attitudes, and also an attempt to              

answer the research question regarding how the attitudes are understood by teachers and             

students, is the collective habitus. Even though there are variations in what the collective              

habitus could entail, I suggest that there is some form of shared understanding of a               

foundation. The need to fit in might therefore be a central cornerstone to well-being and               

therethrough a positive, conformed attitude. If you do not fit into the collective habitus,              

because of factors such as the aforementioned ones, feeling of uncertainty grows and sprouts              

a resistant attitude. I also present the adoption of roles given to oneself as a factors that could                  

affect the attitudes that I observe. The attitudes that my data is portraying does therefore not                

have to be truthful, but that the students are embodying a role given to them by their                 

surrounding.  
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Following, I attempted to give an account of how the relationship between the narratives and               

practices of the attitudes looked. What I argued is that there seems to be a disjuncture                

between them as the students’ understandings of their attitudes do not correspond with their              

expressions of them. The reason for this is difficult to say but I suggest that it could be related                   

to the aforementioned adoption of roles or possibly because of feeling of shame. I therefore               

seem to suggest that there is a continuous theme revolving emotions. The emotion-aspect             

seem connected both to capital, in the sense of hopelessness when not having the correct               

types of capital or not fitting into the collective habitus. But also to the reason why practice                 

and narrative does not correlate, that the students are lying to be because of feelings of shame                 

to express things that the collective habitus would deem wrong. Perhaps the emotion-aspect is              

spurred by capital, that the feelings of shame and hopelessness come from not fitting in, and                

get expressed in the disjuncture between narratives and practices. 

 

What I would like to suggest that further research on this is necessary. To investigate the                

motivations behind attitudes, not only in students but also in general, is important in order to                

understand each other better and create a more harmonious atmosphere. Especially if the             

motivations behind are due to what I have suggested. The symbolic capital and collective              

habitus are structure often categorising people into various social classes, and if this truly is               

the reasons behind various attitudes, we might know where to change in order to not force                

people into states where they are ridden with feelings of shame and hopelessness. 
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