
iN tHE ‘GooD oLD DAyS’, tEAcHErS HELD tHE cLASS iN 
cHEcK By Strict coNtroL AND HArSH DiSciPLiNE, BUt tHiS 
KiND oF MANAGEMENt HAS BEEN BANNED For DEcADES iN 
DANiSH ScHooLS. NoW it HAS BEcoME LEGitiMAtE to tALK 
ABoUt cLASSrooM MANAGEMENt, HoWEVEr, MANAGEMENt 
By MEANS oF coNFiDENcE AND EMPAtHy – A LANGUAGE tHAt 
tHE cHiLDrEN UNDErStAND. tWo rESEArcHErS At tHE 
DANiSH ScHooL oF EDUcAtioN oUtLiNE tHE NEW AND SoFtEr 
MANAGEMENt StyLES iN tHE cLASSrooM.

  Silence! Sit down! Be quiet! 
In the danish classroom the teacher scolds the pupils 
several times every day – even though studies prove that 
telling-off is not a very efficient way to control the pupils. 

“When it comes to disorder, lack of concentration and 
good relations in the classroom, I believe that people here 
in denmark experience more problems at the moment 
than many other countries. Many danish teachers simply 
lack the competencies and tools to control their pupils,” 
Per fibæk laursen says. he is a professor at the centre 
for research in compulsory schooling at the danish 
school of education and is just now studying how class-
room management may develop in the danish contexts.

The reason why disorder and telling-off occur in  
everyday school life is that we have neglected train-
ing the teachers to be good leaders, Professor fibæk 
laursen explains.

“‘discipline’ and ‘authority’ have been taboo for more 
than 30 years and we have pretended that we do not 
need to take the least interest in how to manage school 
classes. People have imagined that if you concentrate 
on activities and the children’s desire to learn, and offer 
good teaching, the pupils will work quietly and in a state 
of concentration – and this of their own free will.”

Classroom leadership
It is naive to believe that management, discipline and 
authority are unnecessary. It is necessary for the teacher 
to assert himself or herself as a leader who has thought 
out things, who has a teaching plan and who can explain 
the idea behind it, Per fibæk laursen believes. he also 
stresses the fact that the danish tradition does indeed 
include a lot of strong points. 

“When foreign teachers visit the danish schools, they 

often notice the friendly relationship between the teach-
ers and the pupils. The tone among teachers and pupils 
is relaxed, informal, kind and anti-authoritative. further-
more, the danish pupils are often very independent and 
good at reflecting, discussing and critical thinking.”

The danish tradition means that the classroom man-
agement develops in a direction which differs considera-
bly from the classroom management in the usa. Where 
the american tradition concentrates on how to control 
the pupils – e.g. what sanctions are to be applied in case 
the pupils do not comply with the rules – the danish 
classroom management is more about how the teacher 
may indicate a direction, take the lead and serve as a 
model for the pupils. Therefore, people here in denmark 
talk about classroom leadership rather than management. 

Leadership requires confidence
Per fibæk laursen participates in a research project try-
ing to identify the distinctive features of good classroom 
leadership. By observing and interviewing various teach-
ers who have a reputation as good class leaders, he tries 
to identify what the good leader does. 

“first and foremost we observe that it is important 
that the relationship between the teacher and the pupil 
is confident. They need to feel safe with each other, have 
confidence in and like each other. as a teacher you have 
to keep your promises and honour your agreements if 
you want to earn this confidence and you always need 
to be well prepared. The pupils need to feel that they can 
count on you,” he says. 

another common feature when talking about good 
leaders is that they are friendly, obliging and demon-
strate that they appreciate the individual pupil, fibæk 
laursen explains.
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“for instance I was visiting a teacher who told me 
that she often gathered the class in a circle where they 
sat on stools talking together. one pupil found it diffi-
cult to sit on the stool. a traditional teacher would have 
tried to discipline him to make him sit on the stool like 
the other pupils but this teacher found another chair in 
which the boy felt more comfortable. This exemplifies 
how a positive and sympathetic relationship with the 
individual pupil influences the learning environment of 
the whole class.”

Emotional classroom management
after being out for a number of years the ‘discipline 
issue’ turned up again in the 1990s and today it is once 
more legitimate to talk about control in the school. now 
it just falls under the concept ‘classroom management’. 
The schools are now systematically working on develop-
ing the teachers’ management skills and in the new act 
on teacher education, classroom management is singled 
out as a topic which should be emphasised in the teacher 

education and training, Per fibæk laursen says. 
It is, however, still a discussion with many dilemmas 

as there are many conflicting ideas of what the danish 
primary and lower secondary school should be like. The 
school wants to be able to control the pupils but disci-
pline and sanctions are still considered very strange and 
reward systems by way of crosses, stars and recognition 
– which are used in other countries – do not appeal to 
the typical danish child. 

Perhaps it is this paradoxical situation which results 
in a brand new management style which is about to 
gain a foothold in the schools. associate professor at 
the department of learning at the danish school of 
education, dorthe staunæs, explains how the schools 
have started using what she calls ‘emotional trimming 
classroom management’. 

“It is about the schools trying to transform the mutual 
affection of the classmates into co-operativeness as 
to the values of the school. The teachers simulate the 
pupils’ language and conventions instead of telling-off, 
punishing or setting up rules saying how the pupils must 
behave. If the pupils consider the teacher ‘one of their 
own’, the teacher can control the group of pupils from 
within. at least this is the idea,” dr. staunæs says. 

Street cred ind the class
dorthe staunæs has – as part of a research project 
on new management styles – interviewed and video 
recorded managers, teacher and pupils in a primary and 
lower secondary school in a copenhagen suburb. In this 
connection she has, among other things, met pupils who 
feel in opposition to the school but in turn have great 
respect for their group of friends. 

It may be difficult to conform these pupils to the 
school’s standards and therefore the teachers try to 
become part of their friendly and informal social con-
ventions and thus make them dirigible as to the school 
targets, dr. staunæs explains. 

“You might say that some of the teachers try to 
obtain ‘street credibility’ among the pupils. They take 
over their language and talk about ‘fucking essays’, ‘lousy 
math paper’, and they use hand signs when greeting the 
‘homies’ of the class and call the ‘girlz’ sweetie. When 
the teacher is talking with the pupil he or she jokes 
about playing the pantsing on another pupil,” she says. 

It is kind of an emotional manipulating management 
style where the teachers try to be part of the pupil 
culture and base the management on the emotional 
relations between the pupils rather than controlling the 
individuals by means of punishment or firm rewards.

Authentic teachers
however, it is not quite so simple to simulate and be-
come part of the pupils’ culture. It is easy to fail if the 
teacher tries to pretend to have interconnectedness with 
the pupils which is not genuine. dorthe staunæs ex-
plains how a teacher easily becomes the object of laugh-
ter if he tries to ‘hack’ into the boy culture, the fights and 
hangs out with the boys as they do with each other. 

“It has to match the way the pupils perceive you. The 
pupils find it difficult to take a 40-year old danish, middle-
class woman with a street attitude seriously,” she says. 

Per fibæk laursen recognises the pupils’ resistance 
against teachers who imitate their culture. “The children 
are actually very negative towards teachers who try to 
be young with the young. often they do not succeed 
and it can easily turn into a very embarrassing affair.”

on the other hand it is important that the teachers 
are in rapport with the pupils, that they can communi-
cate with them and are in touch with the pupils’ world 
and share some of the pupils’ interests. The decisive 
factor is whether it is genuine or forced – whether the 
teacher is authentic or not. 

If the teacher is genuinely interested in football, mo-
peds and engines, then fine, but he or she must do it in 
a way where he or she remains himself or herself. It is 
not good if the teacher does his or her outmost to have 
the same taste as regards music or clothes as the boys. It 
will be an unsuccessful experience and will more likely 
make the teacher appear a bit ludicrous and untrustwor-
thy,” fibæk laursen says. 

Managing by male bonding
Many pupils see the teacher as a person living in a 
world which is completely different than theirs. This 
means that the teacher is facing a dilemma as he or she 
has to find out how to reach these children. In some 

StrEEt crED. Schools have started to use a soft management style where the teacher try to 
be part of the pupil culture in order to control the group of pupils from within.
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schools they have hired substitute teachers who ‘look 
like’ the pupils, dorthe staunæs explains. 

as an example she mentions hamit, the substitute 
teacher. he is only 4-6 years older than the oldest pupils 
at the school. he has gone to the same school, he lives 
in the same neighbourhood and he has the same ethnic, 
religious and social background as many of the pupils. 
hamit calls himself a ‘pupil teacher’ – he is hired by the 
school but looks like the pupils. he is installed as a sort 
of big brother – a person with whom one associates a 
special kind of emotional respect. contrary to the other 
teachers he does not have to make an effort to be like 
the boys. Moreover, hamit masters a number of ‘semi 
therapeutic techniques’ which make the pupils feel that 
he takes them seriously and that they are being heard. 

“When the boys are having a dispute, hamit does 
not judge what is right and what is wrong – instead he 
makes use of various psychological tricks. for instance 
he gives the pupils his keys to the school. When the pu-
pil holds the keys, he may talk. The ones not holding the 
keys have to be quiet and listen. The keys keep changing 
hands between the boys until a mutual understanding 
has been reached. Instead of judging and disciplining, 
hamit talks about understanding, well one may even call 
it a sort of forgiveness,” she says.

hamit functions as a ‘translator’ between the school’s 
culture and the boys’ universe – he masters both the 
codes and language of the teachers and pupils culture 
and is thereby able to communicate the understanding 
to both sides. 

Because the boys respect him, they listen to him and 
he has direct access to transform the boys’ affection 
for the group into an affection for the school. But the 
transformed power works both ways – the standards of 
the school, the prevalent hierarchies and the teacher’s 
practice do not stay untouched by hamit and the boys’ 
male bonding.

“The feelings involved in the male bonding circulate 
and invite the adults to manage their authority and 
positions differently,” dorthe staunæs says.

Who has the authority?
‘The pupil teacher’ is just an example of how the school’s 
usual power and positions have changed and how the 
relationship between the teacher and the pupil grows 
blurred so it may be difficult to se who has the authority.

danish pupils are raised to be autonomous individu-
als. They have learned to be ‘responsible for their own 
learning’, to stay critical and to evaluate and document. 
But these autonomous mechanisms have consequences 
which neither the teachers and the managers nor the 
educational experts have foreseen – consequences which 
make them difficult to control. They should rather be 
directed, dorthe staunæs explains.

“There is something paradoxical to us bringing up 
the pupils to reflect but at the same time wanting them 
to reflect in a certain direction. They have to stay critical 
but the critique could also be turned towards the teach-
ers and the evaluating tools which they have learned as 
being legitimate could be used against the teachers”. 

as an example dorthe staunæs mentions helene who 
is 13 years old and who has undertaken the leadership. 

helene thought that the work environment in the class 
was poor. she started noting down systematically who 
were noisy and behaved badly in the class. Then she 
arranged a meeting with the school manager and at the 
meeting she presented the gathered documentation and 
convinced the school manager that the teachers had to 
handle the classroom situation differently. 

The teacher is the leader
nine-year-old caroline took it one step further and 
evaluated the teacher’s leadership ability in a conversation 
between the school and the girl’s home. during the con-
versation she expressed that the teacher’s way of telling-
off was not leading to good ‘classroom leadership’. Instead 
caroline referred to the techniques of appreciative school 
leadership and suggested that the teacher began to man-
age herself and teach in another way – a way which the 
pupils will be inspired by, feel pleasure in and also enjoy, 
i.e. by explaining things in a quiet and calm way.  

“helene and caroline mime the teachers’ way of be-
ing professionals and thus create a distinct change in the 
prevalent limits between the teacher and the pupil. We 
can introduce new complicated leadership techniques 
but it is uncertain how they will be practised and what 
the effect will be,” she says.

Per fibæk laursen believes that teachers as well as 
pupils are interested in ensuring that the limits between 
the teacher and pupil do not become too blurred.

“Many studies have been made which shows that 
the children want good, distinctive leaders. They want 
teachers who are nice, kind and friendly and who have 
humour but they are critical of teachers who are un-
prepared and unstructured. It is very important that the 
teacher is also a leader and is on top of things.” n

By Marie Fugl
mafu@dpu.dk

dorThe sTauNÆs
Dorthe Staunæs is MSc Psychology, PhD and 
an associate professor at the Danish School of 
Education, University of Aarhus.
She conducts research in management and 
controlled learning/subjectivisation and diversity. 
She is about to finish a large research project in 
new management styles within the multi-cultural 
primary and lower secondary school.

Favourite book about leadership?
“i don’t do favourites”.

Per fibÆk laurseN 
Per Fibæk Laursen is a professor at the Danish 
School of Education, University of Aarhus.
He conducts research into the teachers’ role, 
education and training. He currently works on 
an empirical research project about classroom 
leadership. He has written a large number of 
books about the school.

Favourite book about leadership?
Howard Gardner: Leading Minds.
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