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Foreword 

The research overview of educational sciences forms part of the knowledge 

documentation summarised to contribute information for the Swedish Research 

Council’s strategic work. The purpose of the overview is to describe the current state 

of research and challenges in a longer perspective (5-10 years), and to provide 

recommendations for measures. The overview also forms central documentation for 

the strategic work of the Committee for Educational Sciences itself, and constitutes 

reference material for various actors in the world around us.  

 

During 2018, the Committee for Educational Sciences has been engaged on 

describing the research in the area. The purpose is to provide a picture of the 

research in the area, and its challenges, prerequisites and results. The work is based 

on the previous research overview (2014). A number of researchers active at 

Swedish higher education institutions have contributed to summarising the current 

situation, by writing texts relating to specific fields and giving opinions on strengths 

and weaknesses, tendencies and trends within different areas. Following this, the 

Committee has identified challenges and structural measures, as well as areas where 

research should be reinforced and supported. We would like to thank particularly all 

researchers who have contributed to the overview with text and opinions. 

 

Eva Björck 

Secretary General for Educational Sciences, Swedish Research Council 
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Recommendations for the area 

Scientific initiatives 

Resources for undirected and researcher-initiated research 

To safeguard the quality, long-term approach and contribution to international 

research of educational sciences research, the primary need is for long-term 

investment in researcher-initiated research. Major societal challenges require 

considerable research input to better understand the starting points and processes 

relating to different problems, and to understand the role and opportunities of the 

educational sector to contribute to change. Here many different types of research are 

required, both broad and deep studies, longitudinal case and cohort studies, 

experimental and quasi-experimental studies, several different theoretical and 

subject-based perspectives, critical approaches as well as syntheses and meta-

analyses, research reviews and interdisciplinary studies. There is no dichotomy 

between undirected researcher-initiated research and societal relevance or benefit. 

Both researcher-initiated research and programme research/research within thematic 

initiatives where knowledge is requested can constitute undirected research. 

Education, from pre-school to higher education, is largely controlled by government 

directives, and is the subject of a number of politically and economically motivated 

reforms, audits and measures. It is therefore of extreme important to have 

undirected, independent and critical research within this area in particular, as 

researcher-initiated research also provides opportunities to use researchers’ 

competence and ability to rapidly identify important issues.  

Recommendation of the Committee for Educational Sciences:  

• Safeguard and strengthen resources for undirected and researcher-initiated 

research within educational sciences  

Resources for thematic initiatives  

In the first instance, we need long-term grants for researcher-initiated research 

within educational sciences. Prerequisites for thematic initiatives are an increase in 

the appropriation, and ensuring grants to researcher-initiated research are not 

reduced. We urgently need thematic initiatives that focus on the needs of society and 

the education sector within the following areas: 

Development of democracy in Sweden and the world  

Offering equivalent education and counteracting segregation are fundamental for a 

democratic society. To support such strivings, research into the political, economic 

and legal prerequisites for the Swedish education system is central, as decisions and 

reforms relating to these areas provide the basic framework for what is possible to 
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achieve through education. Research is also needed for the policy and knowledge 

development that is required to meet the challenges that anti-democratic forces and 

the increased polarisation in society are leading towards. Lack of basic knowledge 

has consequences for the work on major societal challenges, such as climate, 

sustainable development and antimicrobial resistance. “Fact resistance” and “fake 

news” need to be countered with education and knowledge. 

Increasing variations in school performance 

Over the last few decades, differences in performance between children with 

differing social backgrounds, and the proportion of pupils with weak reading and 

mathematical skills have increased in Sweden. This has manifested itself in 

declining results for Swedish pupils in international knowledge tests, for example. 

Further research is needed to analyse the causes of this development, in order to 

identify relevant and effective measures to increase the returns from the educational 

input. In addition to studies of how different teaching formats promote pupils’ 

learning, this also includes research into special inputs for pupils, the prerequisites 

of educational environments and how teachers can get support in their daily work, as 

well as direction and leadership. 

Teachers’ working situation and future recruitment  

High-quality teacher education that is sustainable in the long-term and is based on 

scientific grounds is a prerequisite for future development of the education system, 

working conditions for teachers and pupils’ learning at school. The teaching 

profession exists in a context with a shortage of qualified teachers throughout the 

education sector, and increased pressure on the work situation of existing teachers. 

There are also difficulties filling teacher training places within certain study 

programmes. Initiatives involving analysis of underlying factors to describe and 

understand the difficulties in recruiting and retaining qualified teachers within the 

profession, and of recruiting students to teacher training are needed. Investment is 

needed to fulfil the needs of teacher training and educational research for persons 

with doctoral degrees within academia and the education sector, in order to create 

good prerequisites in the long term for developing the scientific basis of education.  

Learning in a digitised world – handling everyday life and competences for 
the future 

A major new challenge for research is to describe, analyse, understand and explain 

learning in a digitised world, both in itself and in relation to other simultaneously 

ongoing learning processes and simultaneously present learning content. Access to 

internet and new digital technologies means that immediate access to knowledge is 

increasing, at the same time as learning and teaching processes acquire new 

dimensions. However, digital globalisation also leads to prerequisites, experiences 

and interests varying to an ever increasing degree. The impact of social media on 

everyday life inside and outside educational contexts (for example internet bullying) 

is also a challenge that needs to be recognised.  For the school and education sector, 

all this means that there is a need to reassess, specify and define the tasks of school 

and education, in terms of processes and content, and also in terms of the 

prerequisites for learning of various pupil groups. In other words, this is a new and 

growing multi-disciplinary research field, with a great need for new knowledge, and 

where the challenge consists of building up strong interdisciplinary research 

environments. 
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Recommendation of the Committee for Educational Sciences: 

• Additional resources are needed for strategic initiatives within urgent research 

themes: 

– Development of democracy in Sweden and the world  

– Increasing variations in school performance 

– Teachers’ working situation and future recruitment 

– Learning in a digitised world – handling everyday life and competences for 

the future  

Structural reforms (conditions and prerequisites for research) 

Clearer allocation of roles of research funding for strengthened scientific 
basis in schools and teacher training 

In Sweden, educational sciences research is conducted at most higher education 

institutions (HEIs), partly because of the location of teacher training programmes. 

The interdisciplinary nature of the area means that the research is conducted within 

various subjects and departments, and often in collaboration between researchers at 

different HEIs. However, information about where the research is conducted, and 

the amount of funds awarded to the area from the HEI’s direct government grant and 

various research funding bodies is largely lacking. An indication of the insufficiency 

of the direct government grant for teachers’ own research is shown in applications to 

the Swedish Research Council, where salary funding is often applied for, for own 

research by both senior and junior researchers. 

Over the last five years, a number of initiatives within various organisations have 

been taken to develop research connection within teacher training, and to strengthen 

the scientific basis in schools. The Swedish Research Council has been mandated to 

award grants for graduate school for school teachers and pre-school teachers and for 

research-level education for teachers during their training. The Swedish Institute for 

Educational Research gives grants to practice-based research in collaboration with 

school principals. In March 2017, the Government gave an assignment 

(U2017/01129) to four HEIs (Umeå University, University of Gothenburg, Uppsala 

University and Karlstad University) to initiate a trial operation aimed at developing 

and trialling different models for long-term collaboration between HEIs and 

principals within the schools sector within practice-based research, which in the long 

term will contribute to a strengthened scientific basis for teacher training and in the 

schools sector.  A proposal exists for a framework to regulate who HEIs and schools 

can collaborate in research and practice, known as an ULF agreement (where ULF 

stands for Undervisning, Lärare och Forskning, or “Teaching, Teachers and 

Research”). Here, the Swedish Research Council has an important role as quality 

guarantor for continued practice-developing activities. 

The main task of the Swedish Institute for Educational Research is to summarise 

research results and disseminate educational sciences knowledge. Similar tasks have 

also been set for other government agencies, such as the Swedish National Agency 

for Education, the National Agency for Special Needs Education and Schools and 

the Swedish Research Council.  
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Recommendations of the Committee for Educational Sciences:  

• A transparent system for research funding is required, with clear division of 

responsibilities and roles within the educational sciences field. 

• The role allocation for dissemination of knowledge and research results within 

educational sciences needs to be clarified. 

Research capacity and career opportunities 

Third-cycle higher education 

The number of researchers with doctoral degrees and senior researchers within the 

educational sciences field has increased over the last decades. This increase is from 

a very low level, however, and relatively few applications are still received for 

advertisements for both senior lecturers and professors. The number of persons with 

doctoral degrees is not sufficient to cover the HEIs’ needs for persons with doctoral 

degrees within areas such a teacher training programmes in Sweden. At the same 

time, the provisions in the Swedish Education Act concerning scientific basis and 

documented experience add to the need for an increasing number of persons with 

doctoral degrees within the field of educational sciences. There is increased interest 

from school principals in employing more teachers with doctoral degrees within the 

field of educational sciences. Continued investment into national graduate schools is 

very valuable. Salary funding for doctoral students is needed, either via the HEIs or 

via the graduate schools. 

Career development employment 

When it comes to postdoc as a career path, there is tension between teaching and 

research at Swedish HEIs. Most persons who are awarded a doctoral degree within 

educational sciences goes straight into employment as a senior lecturer, with a small 

part of their employment for research. Career development positions, such as 

national and international postdoc, are little used within the area. This means that 

persons with recently awarded doctoral degrees have difficulty starting a research 

career, and this limits the opportunities to be part of both national and international 

networks, and to participate in building up research environments. To develop the 

area in the longer term, the number of national and international postdocs needs to 

increase, and opportunities for this career path need to be offered to more junior 

researchers.  

Recommendations of the Committee for Educational Sciences:  

• Research capacity within the area needs to be expanded considerably, and the 

numbers both of doctoral students and teachers with doctoral degrees need to 

increase. 

• Continue the investments into national graduate schools.  

• Measures to stimulate research merit accumulation through postdoc visits are 

needed.  

Research environments and networks 

Educational sciences is an area with a large disciplinary width (pedagogics, 

didactics, psychology, economics, sociology, and others), large variation in theories, 

methods and research designs, and a large geographical spread. To capitalise on 
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these strengths, we need better prerequisites for researcher collaboration and 

coordination of competences and resources, both nationally and internationally. It is 

important that researchers who are not part of already strong and established 

environments get access to networks for collaboration.  Increased collaboration and 

mobility between different academic institutions and disciplines are desirable in 

order to address the major challenges in today’s and tomorrow’s society. Integrated 

environments between academia, the education sector and principals are also needed 

in order to handle educational sciences challenges. 

Recommendation of the Committee for Educational Sciences:  

• To develop and maintain strong research environments, we need increased 

collaboration between different actors within academia.   

• Give strong incentives for increased collaboration between academia and other 

actors within educational sciences to develop integrated research environments. 

Internationalisation 

In earlier strategies, the committee has pointed out the importance of developing 

international collaboration and increased international publication within the area. 

To develop international collaboration within the area, good opportunities for senior 

researchers to work in international contexts are needed, as is continued 

development of research environments where senior researchers involve doctoral 

students in collaboration and networks already during their third-cycle higher 

education. The number of applications for grants for international postdoc 

employment from the Swedish Research Council are usually few in number from 

newly qualified researchers within education sciences, and needs to increase. Both 

senior researchers and researchers at the beginning of their careers from foreign 

HEIs should be given increased opportunities and good prerequisites to be part of 

Swedish research environments. 

Recommendations of the Committee for Educational Sciences:  

• Powerful incentives are required to develop strong research environments that 

are part of international networks.  

• Measures are needed to stimulate research merit accumulation through 

international mobility.  

• International incoming researchers should be given increased opportunities and 

good prerequisites to be part of Swedish research environments. 

Infrastructure for educational sciences research 

Register for research 

It is generally difficult and expensive to order register data from Statistics Sweden, 

which is a problem for educational sciences research. There are difficulties 

combining research data with certain types of data from the municipal and 

independent school principals. This applies both to data available at school level, 

such as matching teachers to the pupils they teach, and data at municipal level, such 

as the type of resource allocation system. Statistics Sweden is restrictive with 

information on actual school identification, which makes matching schools to other 

variables not available in the national registers difficult.  
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Archiving and accessibility of data 

Different types of research data are a major and ever more important resource for 

research and societal development in general, both nationally and internationally.  A 

national infrastructure for research data within educational sciences is currently 

lacking. Here, Nordic infrastructure also plays an important role. Increased 

coordination is desirable, instead of placing the responsibility on individual HEIs or 

private actors. For projects conducted with support form the Swedish Research 

Council, data management plans should be required, with information on how the 

research material will be handled, organised, stored, made accessible and preserved 

during and after the research project. There is a need for support to de-identify data 

containing personal data, such as films and interviews, etc. Storage of audio and 

video data is not just about technical solutions. There are currently no standardised 

formats, which is a key issue for future development. A large cost is also involved in 

transferring data to new formats, and in de-identifying sound and image recordings.  

 

Recommendations of the Committee for Educational Sciences:  

• The prerequisites for accessibility of data for the research community need 

improving, with clear directives to principals relating to the provision of relevant 

information. 

• A national review relating to storage of research data is needed, with 

coordination between different actors. 

• The Swedish Research Council should demand a data management plan is 

included in the research plans of applications.  

Proposal for special measures to stimulate innovation and 
originality in research 

The most important way of stimulating quality, innovation and originality is 

continued high prioritising of undirected researcher-initiated research. This entails 

this prioritising being communicated and realised in future calls for research 

proposals.  We need research that challenges and develops basic theoretical 

assumptions, theories and and scientific methods, that indicate new ways of 

problematising, focusing on and formulating research questions, and highlights new 

methods for collecting, handling and analysing data. This applies not least to 

learning, where modern technology and advances within digitisation and 

visualisation, virtual reality, artificial intelligence, cognitive neuropsychology and 

other areas provide opportunities to study prerequisites for learning and learning, 

both of individuals, in interaction with and in various social, physical (material-

related and time-related) as well as societal contexts in entirely new ways. Here, the 

committee can take the initiative for stimulating innovations and research across 

thematic borders in terms of methodology, subjects and theoretical perspectives. 

One area that requires particular attention is digitisation of the school sector.  

National research programme within digitisation of the school sector 

National research programmes aim to strengthen research in order to meet societal 

challenges. One major global societal challenge today is to offer equivalent and 

high-quality education. High-quality schools are fundamental for the development of 

a democratic society, for welfare and for business competitiveness. Today we live in 
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a world with rapid changes and digital globalisation, that leads to prerequisites, 

experiences and interests varying to an ever greater extent, and contributes to major 

challenges in terms of competence, knowledge development and equivalence in the 

school sector. Digitisation impacts on the established order and pattern in society in 

terms of values, standpoints and models for social collaboration and societal 

organisation, and brings with it new aspects on ethics in research. Immediate access 

to information and knowledge is increasing, at the same time as learning and 

teaching processes acquire new dimensions.  Access to internet and new digital 

technologies also means that new competences are needed to handle everyday life 

and create preparedness for the future. Digitisation of the school sector creates a 

need to reassess, specify and define the tasks of school and education, in terms of 

processes and content, and also in terms of the prerequisites for learning of various 

pupil groups. This entails significant challenges for research to describe, 

problematise, analyse, understand and explain learning in a digitised world. Here, 

we need a foundation that rests on basic research as well as critically scrutinising 

and practically problem-solving research. The intersection between companies and 

markets and the needs of the education sector for digital development required 

attention, as do the ethical aspects of the use of the same in various contexts.   

The Government has decided on a national strategy for digitisation of schools 

(2017), aimed at making Sweden best in the world at utilising the opportunities of 

digitisation, from pre-school to adult education. The aim is for children and pupils to 

achieve a high level of digital competence and knowledge development, and for 

equivalence to be strengthened. One of three focus areas is research and follow-up 

of the opportunities of digitisation. The Swedish Association of Local Authorities 

and Regions and the Swedish National Agency for Education are now working on 

an action plan, which will identify successful models for practice-developing 

collaboration between academia and principals, and be based on overarching needs 

in terms of research and follow-up of the opportunities of digitisation. At the same 

time, the Committee for Educational Sciences is highlighting digitisation as a new 

and growing multi-disciplinary research field, with a great need for new knowledge.  

A national research programme within digitisation of the school sector is an 

important strategic tool for building up broad, long-term initiatives that can integrate 

research, education and innovation. In such a programme, research councils, school 

authorities, the research community, school principals and teachers, companies and 

other actors in the surrounding society collaborate to take the overall approach 

within digitisation of the school sector that is required to become best in the world at 

harnessing the opportunities of digitisation, from pre-school to adult education.     

Recommendations of the Committee for Educational Sciences:  

• Create a national research programme within digitisation of the school sector 

Proposed measures that may lead to improved gender equality 

To achieve improved gender equality and equal conditions irrespective of gender 

within the educational sciences field, it is important to continuously ask how 

attribution of gender impacts on pupils, teachers and researchers. The #metoo 

movement during autumn 2017 indicated a high level of sexism and sexual 

harassment in schools and academia. Pupils, teachers, students, doctoral students 

and researchers gave witness of how they had been and are exposed to power abuse.   
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Recommendations of the Committee for Educational Sciences:  

• In order to form secure environments for learning and education, further 

research into norms, actions and systems that maintain and enable violations is 

needed. The research in the area is therefore in need of special initiatives. 
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Research within the area 

Educational sciences form a knowledge basis for the considerable part of Swedish 

society that consists of the education system, and they impact on at least one quarter 

of the population on a daily basis. Knowledge and experiences from pre-school and 

school years form the foundation for future learning, society’s knowledge provision 

and the development of democracy. Although educational sciences research has 

developed strongly over the last fifteen years, we need continued accumulation of 

knowledge to meet societal challenges that we are facing. To realise the political 

requirement of schools that are scientifically based, a broader research basis is 

needed, with high-quality, internationally recognised research within relevant areas. 

The great demands made by people in power and in practice for useful knowledge 

from what is currently a relatively small educational sciences research community 

means that it is important to safeguard the systems for scientific quality review, and 

the opportunities to conduct undirected, critical basic and practice-based research. 

Basic, theoretically solid and methodologically rigorous research is a prerequisite for 

critical scrutiny and research that solves practical problems.  

Within educational sciences, there is well-established and internationally 

recognised research in certain fields. In the contexts where educational sciences 

excels, there are research environments where senior and junior researchers work 

together, with international collaboration. One example of an excellent environment 

supported by the Swedish Research Council is the Linnaeus Centre for Research on 

Learning, Interaction and Mediated Communication in Contemporary Society 

(LinCS).  In “Education for Tomorrow”, a programme funded by Nordforsk, a large 

number of Swedish researchers are involved in two “Centers of Excellence” and in a 

number of projects. To build up such environments, we need both basic funding 

from the HEIs and external research funding applied for in competition.  

Parts of the subject-didactic research has developed strongly as a result of the 

establishment of the Committee for Educational Sciences. Here, major investment in 

graduate schools has contributed to the development of research within subjects such 

as mathematics didactics, Swedish didactics (reading and writing) and research 

relating to pre-school. Another area that has achieved international recognition is 

research into educational systems and educational policy. Educational sciences are 

still in a build-up phase, and great input is needed to contribute to the knowledge 

and competence development that major societal changes require today and in a 

longer perspective.  
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Publication within the area  

The number of publications by Swedish researchers within educational sciences in 

the Swedish Research Council’s publication databased, based on data from Web of 

Science (Clarivate Analytics1), has increased steadily over the last few years. The 

annual percentage development of the number of publications has been twice as high 

for Swedish publications as for the database as a whole. At the same time, the 

coverage rate for educational sciences in the database is only around 46 per cent, 

which means that a very large part of the publications relevant to educational 

sciences are missing. Simultaneously, the database includes publications that are 

relevant to educational sciences but have been classified as another discipline, and 

can therefore not be followed up as educational sciences. Within parts of the area, 

monographs, books and reports are also published to a greater extent than articles in 

periodicals. Publication traditions and publications channels within parts of 

educational sciences indicate that the development of a national database (SwePub) 

for analyses is particularly important for the educational sciences field, and may 

improve the opportunities for follow-up and analysis.  

Subject-didactic research 

Subject didactics within certain areas, such as natural sciences, mathematics, 

Swedish and English have been strengthened considerably over the last decade, and 

now constitute a significant part of Swedish educational sciences research. The need 

for knowledge development is, however, still great within these areas. For example, 

as knowledge in mathematics and natural sciences have become an expressed goal in 

the pre-school curriculum, more research is needed within these areas. More young 

persons need to study subjects such as natural sciences, mathematics and technology 

in order to cover society’s need for well-educated professionals, and here there is a 

need for subject-didactic research linked to motivation, attitudes and identification 

of pupils. 

In other areas, subject-didactic research is not as wide-ranging, and the research 

need is therefore great. These are, with some variation in scope however, the 

vocational subjects, technology, programming, all languages apart from Swedish 

and English, social sciences, aesthetic subjects and practical subjects. Subject-

didactic research linked to special needs education, as well as research focusing on 

younger children does exist, but needs to be built up further, not least in view of the 

new pre-school curriculum.   

More research is needed that clearly relates design and modelling of teaching to 

outcomes in terms of pupils’ learning in specific subjects. The field is still relatively 

far from a coherent and systematic knowledge basis, with documented clear 

theoretical and empirical links between teaching and learning. Within this area, we 

also need research into and development of new research methods. Research 

combined with development projects in schools, with participation by senior 

researchers, is also needed. In order to achieve more teachers with research training 

in the educational sector, we need continued investment in subject-didactic graduate 

                                                                                                                                         
1
 Certain data included herein are derived from the Science Citation Index Expanded®, Social 

Science Citation Index® and Arts  
and Humanities Citation Index® prepared by Clarivate Analytics®, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 

USA© Copyright Clarivate 

Analytics® 2018. All rights reserved. 
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schools for professionally active teachers in schools and pre-schools, and within 

teacher training.  

Considering that most individual subject didactics areas are small and vulnerable, 

it is a considerable weakness that research is divided up by subject and often only 

nationally based. Research within comparative didactics needs to be reinforced with 

research that covers comparisons between countries, either in specific subjects or in 

a multi-subject perspective. 

Research into learning processes 

This area covers a number of relatively separate themes. Research into multimodal 

learning and digital tools is conducted with several different approaches, and are 

reasonably well established internationally. The strength of the area lies in its 

diversity and the opportunity to capture learning as it is embodied at various levels 

of description. The challenge lies within the difficulties of relating different types of 

research to each other, which can lead to fragmentation and to the competences and 

resources not being used for collaboration at national level to a sufficient extent. The 

need for more coordinated research is great, as this is an area that is developing 

rapidly through new research tools and new research findings. It is important to 

research how this development creates new prerequisites for the work in pre-schools 

and schools, and what effects it creates in the short and long term.  

Within the theme grades and assessment, there is a great need for cohesive 

knowledge accumulation within professional, operational and system studies. This 

entails training more researchers within the area, and creating clearer coordination 

within research, with increased focus on issues of the output of education systems, 

individual follow-up through grades, tests and individual development plans, and 

checks at school and principal level. Although the development has been relatively 

strong in terms of metric studies, further initiatives are needed.  

Research within special needs education and inclusive education has developed 

over the last few years, and there are established research environments. A central 

need is to develop knowledge about the prerequisites for favourable development, 

participation and learning, and how classroom environments and didactics should be 

designed to provide for all pupils’ learning. Increased knowledge of how teachers 

can get support in their daily work in the classroom, and increased collaboration 

between educational and psychology research in view of the increase in the number 

of children and young persons with neuropsychiatric disabilities are needed. 

Didactic research in relation to teaching in special schools, upper secondary schools, 

and adult education including Swedish for Immigrants is sparse. The child/pupil and 

parent perspectives also need highlighting. There is a great need for longitudinal 

studies and intervention studies. 

Research relating to children’s learning in pre-school has increased in recent 

decades, in particular didactic research into pre-school children’s learning. Studies 

of playing, which was previously an important area, has great potential for further 

development, as do studies of children’s physical and mental health relating to 

learning in pre-school.  

In recent years, research into young persons’ learning during leisure time and 
recreation instruction has mainly focused on discussing the organisation, content 

and potential for learning of the activities. There are few studies about learning in 

recreation centres, the opportunities of recreation centres to support newly arrived 

persons, or about pupils’ interests and learning using digital media, and quantitative 
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research is also lacking. Research is growing here, but there is still a need for both 

increased research capacity and development of stable research environments. 

There are relatively few active researchers within higher education and adult 

education. There is an almost complete lack of large-scale, longitudinal studies of 

students’ learning in higher education, and of how higher education is organised 

pedagogically in order to create the best prerequisites for student learning. Research 

into adult education is also very limited, although Komvux (including teaching 

Swedish for Immigrants) has more pupils than upper secondary education. 

Vocational education and learning in the workplace are both little researched areas, 

not least considering that vocational education includes large proportions of pupils 

within upper secondary education, as well as adults within vocational education at 

Komvux and higher vocational education.  

Research into social aspects of education 

Research into social aspects of education focuses on developing knowledge about, 

meeting and understanding current societal challenges. This is a broad area, and 

concerns factors such as ethics and values, equivalence and equality, newly arrived 

persons in the education system, issues of citizenship and democracy education, and 

issues of bullying, school environments and friendship relations. Its primary strength 

is the sensitivity of the research to societal changes that impact on the prerequisites 

and role of education in society. One such change is the fact that Swedish schools 

have become every more multi-cultural and multi-lingual, and the large groups of 

newly arrived children, young persons and adults who have arrived in recent years.  

Research into what this means for the work of our schools and how the pupils’ right 

to equivalent education can be fulfilled is comprehensive, and has had an impact on 

education and policy. This also applies to the issue of multilinguality, which has 

developed strongly in recent years. One further strength is the willingness of 

researchers to address, problematise and create knowledge about how different 

factors contribute to promoting or creating obstacles to pupils’ learning and adults’ 

access to studies.  

It can be seen as a strength that different societal changes and aspects of these are 

highlighted separately, but this is simultaneously one of the weaknesses of the area, 

as it leads to a risk of fragmentation. It is therefore important to achieve more 

collaboration between research teams and comparisons between different research 

areas, disciplines and methodological approaches. One further weakness is that some 

parts of the area, such as research into bullying and into democracy education, are 

characterised by too great a focus on individuals at the expense of contextual 

explanation models. Within equivalence and equality research, theory formation is a 

strength, at the same time as there is little research into the areas of equivalence and 

equality.    

Research into educational systems and educational policy 

Research is being conducted into the reforms of the last decades of various levels of 

the education system, such as decentralisation, new governance and control systems, 

school choice, new curricula and grading systems, and have aimed to understand and 

explain the effects of the reforms and how they are implemented by school 

principals, schools and practicians. Within this area, research is also conducted into 

organisation, leadership and communication within and between different 
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educational formats and levels in the control chain, into the importance of how 

material and cultural prerequisites are organised, and into learning organisations. 

International comparative studies based on tests and indicators are well-established, 

as are national and international current and historial comparisons. The international 

tests are a study object in themselves, both for finding valid indicators and to discern 

the effects of the tests/studies on policy and practice. Socially skewed recruitment, 

the importance of family background for study results and educational and 

vocational choices are also focuses within the area.  

Various types of studies are conducted within the area, such as policy analyses, 

implementation studies, case studies, action research, practice-based studies where 

teachers are co-researchers, discourse analyses, historical studies and evaluation 

studies. Comparative, quasi-experimental and longitudinal studies are conducted, but 

to a more limited extent. Large-scale randomised control studies (RCTs) are very 

unusual. 

Most research focuses and types of studies within the area form the basis for 

research-based school development, where different types of studies are matched to 

different users (such as politicians, school leaders, teachers). 

A particular strength is method and theory development within framework factor 

theory and curriculum theory. Access to international test data and to some register 

data is good, which enables more longitudinal studies. The area is not 

multidisciplinary, which leads to theoretical and methodological innovation.   

Lack of various types of data on outcomes, teaching processes, in-work 

vocational training practices, local organisation, resource allocations, etc., which can 

be related to each other, obstructs development, and existing registers limit the focus 

on research problems. This is most unfortunate, as these registers are of very high 

quality. Quality criteria for research where teachers conduct research into their 

practices are lacking. Competence in advanced statistical methods is under-

resourced, and needs to be developed, as do ethical aspects. Despite weaknesses, 

research in the area has generally achieved international recognition.  

Research into professions 

The subject area concerns both specifically the profession, education and leadership 

of teachers, and also professional education in general.  The aspects that illuminate 

professional education other than of teachers is characterised by the increased 

academisation that today includes professional education. 

The strength of research into the teaching profession is that it is studied both in 

the light of other professions, and conjunction with societal changes. General 

professional education is multidisciplinary, and to some extent interdisciplinary, 

which is considered as both a strength and a weakness. Interest in critically 

scrutinising question about what surrounds educational and employment policy has 

increased in recent years, and will in all probability continue to grow. 

In the public debate about the teaching profession, it is often pointed out that there is 

a shortage of scientific basis for such debate. Research-based knowledge is also 

lacking in terms of school leadership in general, and specifically school leadership in 

relation to current complex societal changes. There is a lack of research into links 

between the teaching profession and teacher education from a professional 
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perspective. Research into professions in general lacks a relationship with the 

importance of new technologies for future work tasks. 
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Future challenges for the research area in a 5–

10 year perspective 

Challenges for the education area 

Swedish society is facing a number of challenges that directly and indirectly impact 

on the education sector. In this context, educational sciences can contribute with 

research-based knowledge to form the basis for political and educational reforms 

and measures. Firstly, research can have an analytical task, where problems and 

phenomena are studies and documented in relation to more general scientific 

concepts, theories and empirical facts. Secondly, educational sciences can have a 

critical task that problematises and discusses critically established orders and 

patterns in society in terms of values, standpoints and models for social 

collaboration and societal organisation. Thirdly, educational sciences as a practical 

science can have a constructive task, where research provides the grounds and 

evidence for the development of specific forms of politics and pedagogics. At a time 

with major societal changes, demand is great for educational sciences research to 

solve problems and challenges in society, educational policy and in schools and pre-

schools, and will probably increase further in the future. The danger is that this 

leads, on the one hand, to fragmented and short-term research initiatives motivated 

solely by topical issues, and, on the other hand, to a one-sided linear and 

instrumental understanding of the use of research. One important research policy 

challenge for educational sciences is therefore to create a good balance between 

more short-term, problem-oriented research, and more long-term, basic and 

phenomenon-oriented research. Another important challenge is to develop the link 

between first-cycle higher education and research.  

Development of democracy in Sweden and the world 

Fundamental democratic values cannot be taken for granted, but need constant 

development and reconquering. One fundamental aspect of liberal democracies is 

that humans receive education. Today, even established democracies are challenged 

by anti-democratic forces and increasing polarisation in the societal debate. Lack of 

basic knowledge and skills has consequences for the work on other major societal 

challenges, such as climate, sustainable development and antimicrobial resistance. 

“Fact resistance” and “fake news” need to be countered with education. 

The education sector involves millions of people in Sweden, and is affected by 

the same tendencies as society as a whole. Even among children and young persons 

in the education sector, radicalisation and anti-democratic processes are noticeable. 

Increased segregation and decreased equivalence must be taken very seriously – 

offering equivalent education and counteracting segregation are fundamental for a 

democratic society. For these problems, the prerequisites provided by politics, 

economics and law play a major role, as they provide the framework for what is 
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possible to achieve. It can also mean that additional multiple linguistic backgrounds 

and competences need to be taken into account in schools and pre-schools, as well as 

the importance of increased cultural and religious diversity in terms of contacts 

between home and school/education. Knowledge about gender equality and human 

rights linked to gender and sexuality must be safeguarded. The learning of children 

and young persons during leisure time, and the learning that occurs in conjunction 

with leisure activities where children and young persons with varying background 

meet can also contribute to increasing our understanding of how these societal 

challenges can be understood and mastered. More research is needed for the policy 

and knowledge development that is required in order to securely meet the challenges 

outlined above.  

The migration movements over the last few years have entailed a considerable 

expansion of education for newly arrived adults, to facilitate integration in the labour 

market and participation in society as a whole. Through governmental initiatives, not 

least vocational education for adults has increased. This, together with increased 

interest in apprenticeships both nationally and internationally, has led to a great need 

for research within the area.  

Increasing variations in school performance 

Recent research and the Swedish National Agency for Education’s analyses indicate 

increasing differences in performance between children with differing social 

backgrounds, and that the proportion of pupils with weak reading and mathematical 

skills has increased. There are signs that Sweden’s results in the international 

knowledge measurements have stopped declining if you look at the national 

averages for these studies. At the same time, these show a very average level 

compared to corresponding OECD countries around the world. Overall, the results 

indicate both a need for subject-didactic research focusing on links between 

organisation and design of teaching and pupil learning, and also a need for research 

focused on causes of the large differences in school performance. This is needed to 

enable relevant and effective measures to be identified. 

The school sector has an increasing proportion of pupils with difficult living 

situations. These may be pupils who live in vulnerable social circumstances, or 

pupils suffering from war trauma, but also children and young persons who have 

come to Swedish schools from entirely different education systems, or with limited 

previous education. Pupils with neuro-psychiactric disabilities or pupils who for 

other reasons need adapted support have grown in numbers. We need broader 

research into special initiatives to give all pupils the best possible education, 

development and learning, and research into how teachers can get support in their 

daily work. We also need research into collaboration between schools and other 

actors to provide the individually adapted support that is often needed to reach the 

knowledge goals. 

While the changes to the school sector introduced in the 1990s entailed less focus 

on individual follow-up and evaluation at system level, the changes in the 2000s 

have entailed increased focus on individual follow-up through grades, tests and 

individual development plans, as well as control at school and principal level 

through expansion of the Swedish Schools Inspectorate. These changes have meant 

that major knowledge needs have arisen, for example in relation to the 

implementation, use and characteristics of the goal-oriented grade system, and the 

consequences that increased emphasis of assessment at individual level entail, both 

for pupils and for teachers. 
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Increased teacher shortages impact on research and education 

There is a great shortage of qualified teachers and pre-school teachers today, and 

this will probably continue for a long time into the future. To solve this, the 

government has invested in expansion of teacher and pre-school teacher training 

programmes, along with shorter, supplementary programmes providing alternative 

routes into the teaching and pre-school teaching professions. The teacher shortage is 

not just caused by large-scale retirement, but also by students who do not complete 

their programmes, or alternatively change professions. It is therefore important for 

future research to investigate teachers’ work situation. 

The expansion of the teacher training programmes brings with it an increased 

need for university teachers with doctoral degrees for the teacher training 

programmes. The proportion of teacher educators with doctoral degrees within 

teacher training programmes is already relatively small in several locations, and 

risks decreasing further when the number of places on the programmes increases. 

Low levels of fixed faculty funding for research at Sweden’s HEIs contributes to the 

difficulty of making space for research at work for teacher educators with doctoral 

degrees. To maintain and develop research environments in relation to teacher 

training programmes, the proportion of professors and teachers with doctoral 

degrees who are active with both teaching and research needs to increase. The need 

for more doctoral students and more career development positions within 

educational sciences is great. The shortage of persons with doctoral degrees within 

the field, in both the school and higher education sectors, appears simultaneously to 

lead to a reluctance of several actors to invest in third-cycle higher education. In 

particular school principals and smaller HEIs appear to see a risk of losing qualified 

teachers to academia or to larger HEIs respectively. Because of personnel shortages, 

the mobility between HEIs and/or sectors that could be enriching for all parties is 

sometimes seen as a threat to the own operation, and a failure for the specific 

initiative.  An overall view of the needs of teacher training and educational research 

for persons with doctoral degrees, both within academia and the education sector, is 

needed in order to create good prerequisites in the long term for developing both 

research and the scientific basis of education.  

Handling everyday life and competences in a digitised world  

A major new challenge for research into learning and teaching is to describe, 

analyse, understand and explain learning in a digitised world and the importance of 

internet-mediated sociality, both in itself and in relation to other simultaneously 

ongoing learning processes and simultaneously present learning content. Access to 

internet and new digital technologies means not just that immediate access to 

knowledge is increasing, but also – and in particular – that learning and teaching 

processes acquire new dimensions. For example, modern digital forms of interaction 

and automated learning systems based on artificial intelligence and machine learning 

open the door to both new learning opportunities and support for pupils and 

teachers. This support can take forms such as automated feedback and rapid 

screening of pupil development.  

Digital globalisation also leads to the prerequisites, experiences and interests of 

young persons varying to an ever increasing degree. Many develop advanced 

knowledge and habits for handling information early in life, while others for various 

reasons have more limited experiences and risk being marginalised in school and in 

our ever more abstract knowledge society. The impact of social media on the 

handling of everyday life in school as a whole, as well as on individual children and 

young persons, is an important challenge that needs to be recognised, including 
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internet bullying, which is spreading into ever younger age groups with the help of 

digitisation. This requires collaboration between schools, leisure activities and 

homes. For the school and education sector, all these ongoing changes mean that 

there is a need to reassess, specify and define the tasks of school and education, both 

in terms of processes and content and also in terms of the prerequisites for learning 

of various pupil groups. 

In summary, the processes and results of digital learning form a new and growing 

multi-disciplinary research field, with a great need for new knowledge. The 

challenge therefore consists of building up strong interdisciplinary and integrated 

research environments within this area, where academia collaborates with practice. 

Challenges for the conditions and prerequisites for research 

The eco-system for strengthened scientific basis in schools and teacher 
training 

The Swedish Research Council highlighted the importance of a clear system for 

research funding and research dissemination for educational sciences in its previous 

subject overview (2014). Since then, a number of inquiries have further indicted the 

need of a well-functioning system for education and research, in particular within 

the research relating to the schools area. OECD’s report on the state of the Swedish 

economy (2017), the Swedish Schools Commission’s report “Samling for skolan” 

(SOU 2017:35) and the inquiry “Forska tillsammans” (SOU 2018:19) emphasise the 

importance of clarifying the direction of and allocation of responsibilities in the 

Swedish system. Research funding is today handled both by the researching 

organisations/HEIs via their direct government grants, the Swedish Research 

Council and the Swedish Institute for Educational Research, and also on a smaller 

scale by school principals and other actors, such as Riksbankens Jubileumsfond and 

Forte, and by international and private organisations.  

A clear demarcation between what the Swedish Research Council and the 

Swedish Institute for Educational Research fund is lacking, and the research grants 

awarded risk overlapping in terms of both research teams and contents. An 

evaluation of educational sciences research is needed, providing an overall picture of 

the research and research landscape in Sweden, and their prerequisites in an 

international perspective.  

Research capacity and career opportunities  

Previous investment by the Swedish Research Council in graduate schools within 

educational sciences has entailed a reinforcement, not just for third-cycle higher 

education, but also for research at the HEIs collaborating for the graduate schools, 

and also a reinforcement of the scientific basis of teacher training. A major 

investment in graduate schools for the needs of teacher training has been in progress 

since 2017. As from 2020, the Swedish Research Council will be allocating up to 90 

million SEK per year to fund graduate schools for teachers employed within teacher 

and pre-school teacher training at HEIs. The initiative provides a major contribution 

to strengthening the research connection in teacher and pre-school teacher training, 

and expanding the educational capacity. Despite this, the addition will not be 

sufficient to cover the needs. Large retirement cadres and increasing the capacity of 

teacher training contribute to a need for more teachers with research training at HEIs 

over the next decade. At the same time, school principals’ interest in employing 
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more persons with doctoral degrees within the school sector will probably increase, 

not least because of the initiatives currently being taken to develop the scientific 

basis of schools and practice-based research. 

When it comes to postdoc as a career path, there is tension between teaching and 

research at Swedish HEIs. Most persons who are awarded a doctoral degree within 

the area go straight into employment as a senior lecturer, with a small part of their 

employment for research, and teaching duties tend to take up a large amount of their 

available time. This is linked to the fact that there are so few persons with doctoral 

degrees within teacher training, but also within other education-related courses at 

first-cycle and second-cycle higher education level.  

This means that junior researchers do not have sufficient time for their own 

research, which limits the opportunities of starting a research career and being part 

of national and international networks, and of participating in research 

environments. To develop the area in the longer term, the number of postdocs needs 

to increase, and opportunities for this career path need to be offered to more junior 

researchers.  

Research environments and networks 

The educational sciences research field has a large spread geographically, and a 

large disciplinary range. Research within educational sciences is conducted at most 

HEIs in Sweden. It is a prerequisite for the research link to teacher training that is 

offered at 28 HEIs. At the same time, not all can have research environments at the 

leading edge in all areas. To be at the international research frontier, the HEIs must 

firstly make strategic prioritisations that provide the necessary academic 

concentration and weight. Secondly, the collaboration between researchers/research 

teams across the HEIs must be facilitated. Thirdly, international orientation and 

international research collaboration is crucial for achieving a high level of scientific 

quality. International collaboration is dependent on researcher mobility, and 

generally good prerequisites for international mobility is required, for both senior 

and junior researchers. Internationalisation also entails incoming mobility, or that 

researchers from other countries are given the opportunity to collaborate with and 

participate in Swedish research environments. 

There are today research environments that are active internationally, and the 

graduate schools in collaboration between HEIs has to some extent contributed to 

doctoral students and researchers having better opportunities to be part of 

international networks and increased mobility. Despite this, educational sciences 

research needs to increase its international collaboration and mobility. Mobility 

programmes for teacher and researcher exchanges is also a way of increasing 

internationalisation.  

Infrastructure for educational sciences research 

It is generally difficult and expensive to order register data from Statistics Sweden, 

which is a problem for educational sciences research. Statistics Sweden is also very 

restrictive with information. It is difficult to combine research data with certain 

types of data from the municipal and independent school principals. This applies, for 

example, to school data for matching teachers to the pupils taught, or data at school 

principal level about the resource allocation system used. There is a very great need 

to develop a national infrastructure for research data within educational sciences that 
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offers researchers and students simple access to data and releases resources to the 

researching organisations.  

The documentation is an important part of the work of establishing and 

safeguarding good research practice for handling research data and research results. 

A data management plan is an efficient way of making sure the project complies 

with applicable regulations, legal and ethical aspects and is prepared for archiving at 

the end of the research project (SUHF, 2018). The practical management of the 

ethics issues must also be considered. There is a need for support to de-identify data 

containing personal data, such as films and interviews, etc. The difficulties with 

storing audio and video data is not just about technical solutions. There are currently 

no standardised formats, which is a key issue for future development. A large cost is 

also involved in transferring data to new formats. The cost of de-identifying sound 

and image recordings can also be considerable.  

Gender equality in educational sciences research 

Although Sweden is often portrayed as a country that has come relatively far in 

terms of gender equality, the #metoo campaigns during autumn 2017 showed that 

there is still a long way to go to reach equal conditions within education and 

research. In all parts of the education system, including higher education, people are 

offended and limited based on norms of gender and sexuality. Norms that treat men 

and cis-persons as superior create both great suffering and also limit the 

opportunities for individuals to learn, develop and research. These norms are often 

so dominant that they are difficult to see and breach. They are considered as almost 

self-evident. It is therefore a challenge for schools and research to make these norms 

visible, to show how they work and to question and breach the norms that lead to 

offence and limitations. 

Research ethics 

Ethics considerations and guidelines play an important role in the quality, 

implementation and results of research, and in how research findings are used in 

society. With increased focus on practice-based research and digitisation, the ethical 

requirements on research are accentuated. Both research funding bodies and HEIs 

need to continue their work on developing the management of research ethics issues 

and the integrity of research. 

The ethical aspects of research and also research integrity are also becoming ever 

more important with the rapid growth of “open science”.   
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