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In this article, we explore how expectations of the final thesis being “research-based” and
“profession-oriented” is interpreted by different stakeholders in Norwegian teacher education
programmes. Due to national curriculum regulations and guidelines, the final thesis in Nor-
wegian teacher education is expected to integrate profession-oriented and research-based
competencies. However, as the concepts are not further defined or specified, teacher educa-
tion programmes are left with a great deal of discretion to decide how a research-based and
profession-oriented final thesis might look. By using interview data from a national evaluation
of the final thesis in Norwegian teacher education institutions, we investigate how the objec-
tives of the final thesis being both research-based and profession-otiented are pursued in four
teacher education programmes, that is, two primary and lower secondary school education,
one eatly childhood education and one vocational education. Our findings show that the four
cases differ in terms of their approach to the concept of research-based. Moreover, we find
that the concept of profession-otiented often seems to be linked to thematic and methodo-
logical aspects of the thesis, as several of the interviewees seem to believe that some topics and
methodological approaches are more relevant for profession-oriented theses than others.
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Introduction

Despite variations in its emphasis and focus, the final thesis is in many European teacher
education programmes regarded as a pivotal ‘tool” for developing students’ professional ca-
pabilities such as analytical thinking, reasoning, and reflection (Kowalczuk-Waledziak et al.,
2020; Maaranen, 2010). As many teacher education programmes have undergone processes
of academisation and moved towards more research informed programs, the thesis also of-
ten plays a vital role in enhancing students' research and inquiry skills, increasing their meth-
odological knowledge, and the ability to apply research findings in their professional practice
(Ellis & McNicholl, 2015; Kowalczuk-Waledziak et al., 2020; Lorentzen, 2025). Simultane-
ously, both policymakers and professionals have highlighted the importance of the thesis’s
relevance, stressing how it also needs to be related to future professional practice of student
teachers (Afdal, 2017; Jakhelln, Bjorndal & Stelen, 2016). It is argued that the thesis should
maintain close alighment with the specific professional field for which the educational pro-
gramme is preparing the students, while also facilitating the integration of theoretical insights
with practical application (Meeus et al., 2004). In sum, the overarching objective of the thesis
is often to encourage students to integrate and synthesize academic and professional
knowledge and objectives (Rade, 2019).

In Norway, the intention of combining research and teachers’ professional practice
in final thesis work is manifested in national curriculum regulations, stating that the final
thesis should be both research-based and profession-oriented. These expectations not only apply
for the five-year teacher education programmes where students write a master’s thesis (i.e.,
primary, and lower secondary teacher education for years 1-7 and 5-10, as well as teacher
education for years 8-13), but also the three-year bachelor’s programmes (i.e., vocational
teacher education and eatly childhood education). Although profession-oriented implies that the
thesis somehow should be related to the students’ future practice (Munthe & Haug, 2010),
the concept is not further defined or clarified in the national policy documents. The same
lack of clarity applies to the notion of the final thesis as research-based, which can imply, for
instance, using scientific methods, conducting a small-scale research project and applying
research-based knowledge or doing all these together. Teacher education programmes are
thus left with a great deal of discretion to decide how the two concepts should be operation-
alized and how a research-based and profession-oriented final thesis might look like. Conse-
quently, the forms of knowledge that students draw on and develop by writing the final
thesis are likely to vary between different types of teacher education programmes, as well as
within the same teacher education programme. Today, we know very little about how Nor-
wegian teacher education programmes pursue the objectives of the final thesis being both
research-based and profession-oriented and what knowledge is being mobilized through
these discourses. This study aims to address this knowledge gap.

Although research on the final thesis as profession-oriented and research-based is
sparse, studies of profession-oriented and research-based teacher education more generally
can be found in the literature, particularly the latter. For example, Krokfors etal. (2011) reveal
that that the concept of research-based teacher education in Finland is particularly related to
the content of the study programme (e.g., educational theory, methodology, reading research
literature) and the fact that the educators are also researchers. Similarly, Toom et al. (2008)
argue that research-based teacher education in Finland has four characteristics: a) it is
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structured in line with the systematic analysis of education, b) all teaching is based on re-
search, ¢) students are involved in activities where they can practice argumentation and jus-
tification, and d) students acquire academic research skills. In a study of perceptions of re-
search-based teacher education in Norway, Munthe & Rogne (2015) find that students more
often are positioned as passive than active participants in research activities. In contrast to
the abovementioned studies, less research can be found on interpretations of the concept of
profession-oriented. One exception is Munthe & Haug’s (2010) study of the Norwegian
primary and lower secondary teacher educations, highlighting education programme’s ori-
entations towards practice by investigating how theory and practice is integrated and how
practicum periods are linked to campus-based teaching (Munthe & Haug, 2010). In sum, the
concepts of profession-oriented and research-based appear as ambiguous and multifaced,
hence underlining the importance of empirically exploring how they are understood and
operationalized by various stakeholders.

In the Norwegian context, researchers find that early childhood teacher education
students are likely to be oriented towards both theory and their future professional practice
in their final theses (Birkeland et al., 2016). Moreover, the theses are often practice-oriented
in the sense that they formulate research questions which are closely linked to the everyday
life of kindergartens and that the implications of the studies often concern the field of prac-
tice (Birkeland et al., 2016). In primary teacher education, which has included a master’s
thesis since 2018, students express that the thesis provides in-depth knowledge and research
and development competence relevant to their future roles (Jakhelln, Bjorndal & Stolen,
2010). It is emphasized that the master’s thesis should be firmly rooted in the school’s prac-
tice to contribute effectively to teacher development. However, how the thesis should be
related to students’ future practice remains unclear. A similar point is made in a study of
newly qualified teachers with master’s degrees, highlighting the need to enhance students’
understanding of research and development competence and its practical applicability (An-
tonsen, Bjorndal & Jakhelln, 2020). The importance of clarifying the relationship between
research and practice in final thesis work is also stressed in investigations of bachelor stu-
dents’ experiences with research-based activities (Afdal & Spernes, 2018).

The above-mentioned studies reveal that the concepts of research-based and profes-
sion-otiented are indefinite and that they can connote multiple meanings depending on who
is asked and what teacher education programmes are focused on. Although some studies on
the final thesis in Norwegian teacher education programmes exist, in-depth investigations of
how different stakeholders interpret and combine national expectations of the final thesis
being both research-based and profession-oriented are still missing. In this article, we analyse
data from a national study on the final thesis in Norwegian teacher educations to explore the
diversity of how the two concepts are interpreted (see also Afdal & Lorentzen, 2023). By
drawing on the data collected in several bachelor’s and master’s level teacher education pro-
grammes, the study explores the facets of the thesis as research-based and profession-ori-
ented and to discuss how different operationalizations might generate different forms of
knowledge. The study is guided by the following research question: How are national expecta-
tions of final thesis as research-based and profession-oriented interpreted and operationalized in Norwegian
teacher education programimes?

In the next section, we elaborate on the Norwegian context and the role of the final
thesis in Norwegian teacher education. We then introduce our conceptual framework by
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describing a) Healey and Jenkins’ (2009) model of ways of engaging students in research and
inquiry, b) Afdal’s (2017) work on discourses on profession-oriented educations, and c) Yild-
irim et al.’s (this issue) conceptual framework of final thesis otientations. Drawing on inter-
view data from a national evaluation (Lorentzen et al., 2022), we present data from four
teacher education programmes; two primary and lower secondary (year 1 to 7 and year 5 to
10), one vocational, and one eatly childhood. Finally, we discuss the implications of the study
for teacher education, scholars, and teachers in the field of practice.

Norwegian context: Final thesis in policy documents

Much like other European nations, Norwegian teacher education programmes have, over
the past decade, undergone a significant process of academization. This transformation has
been influenced by several key policy initiatives. Firstly, the Bologna Process, as articulated
in the Bologna Declaration of 1999, set the stage for this shift. Additionally, the enactment
of the new Higher Education Act in 2005 by the Ministry of Education and Research man-
dated that all professional programmes in Norway, both bachelor’s and master’s pro-
grammes, should have a research-based otientation.

Further reinforcing this academic orientation, Norway aligned with the European
Qualifications Framework in 2011. This alighment imposed heightened expectations for ex-
plicit delineation and articulation of students' learning outcomes. Finally, in 2017, the Nor-
wegian government launched a comprehensive national strategy for teacher education,
known as "Teacher Education 2025.” The strategy outlined long-term objectives for Norwe-
gian teacher education programmes, including ways of enhancing their quality and fostering
collaboration between higher education institutions and schools. As the present study ex-
plores the final thesis in several types of teacher education programmes, the next sections
elaborate on the similarities and differences between the final thesis in these educations.

Although teacher education programmes differ in several ways, recent developments
have contributed to a degree of homogenization among these programmes, particularly in
terms of their duration. Teacher education for lower and upper secondary teachers (years 1-
7 and 5-10) underwent a shift from a four-year programme to a five-year integrated master’s
programme in 2014, a transition that had already been implemented in the teacher education
for years 8-13 in 2003. This shift marked a noteworthy transformation in Norwegian teacher
education, placing increased emphasis on research, specialization, and alignment with pro-
fessional relevance, as noted by Jakhelln, Bjerndal, and Stelen (2016). Furthermore, in 2021,
teacher education programmes in practical and aesthetic subjects were also elevated to the
master’s degree level. As a result, early childhood education and vocational teacher education
are now the only teacher education programmes offered at the bachelor's level.

Another commonality among the various teacher educations in Norway pertains to
the centralized national regulations and governance of these educational programmes. In
Norway, teacher education programmes are subject to oversight and governance through
national curriculum regulations. These regulations hold a legally binding status and are designed
to ensure a coherent and nationally consistent approach to teacher education. They delineate
the scope and objectives of the programmes, articulate the required learning outcomes, and
prescribe the organizational structure and central content of the curricula. Consequently, the
regulations limit the degree of autonomy that teacher education programmes enjoy in
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comparison to other professional education domains without such regulations. Each distinct
type of teacher education is governed by its own unique national curriculum regulation. Fur-
thermore, these curriculum regulations are specified further in national guidelines for each
teacher education programme, which provide detailed specifications regarding the content
and implementation of the curriculum regulations. Taken together, these national regulations
and guidelines collectively play a pivotal role in informing the design of local programme
plans and specific courses within higher education institutions. It should be noted, however,
that a national committee evaluating the curriculum regulations was established in 2023. The
purpose of the committee was to consider how national steering through the curriculum
regulations could be reduced in order to increase the local autonomy and flexibility of the
teacher education programmes. How the evaluation might affect the national steering and
regulation of teacher education, including the final thesis work, remains unclear.

One of the objectives described in the national curriculum regulations for all the
teacher education programmes is that the programmes should be integrated, profession-ori-
ented and research-based. The concepts of profession-oriented and research-based are not
only applied when referring to education in general, but also the final thesis in particular,
although the emphasis, terminology and level of accuracy vary between teacher education
programmes. Especially in the curriculum regulations for teacher education at a master’s
level, the desctiptions of the thesis as research-based and profession-otiented/ practice-oti-
ented/ practice-relevant are prominent. For example, the National curriculum regulations for pri-
mary and lower secondary teacher education (vear 1-7 and 5-10) notes that ““The master thesis should
make up at least 30 ECTSs. It should be profession-oriented and practice-based. Master’s
theses in school subjects should be firmly rooted in the subject and subject didactics and
may also include elements from pedagogy and special needs education.” In this document,
the emphasis of research-based knowledge in relation to the final thesis is also highlighted as
the thesis is described as “(...) an extensive research-based written work in which the stu-
dents must demonstrate that they master philosophy of science and method” (p. 4).

In the National curriculum regulations for teacher education year 8-13 (2013), the master’s the-
sis 1s to a limited extent desctibed, as the document only notes that the thesis should be
professionally relevant and make up at least 30 credits. The national guidelines for teacher
education year 8-13 (2017), however, specifies that the thesis “(...) should be rooted in
themes and topics from research and development work that are relevant for the profes-
sional practice” and “that the students through the work of the thesis should conduct their
own research work.” Moreover, the guidelines highlight that “It is important that the work
also promotes insight into scientific use of resources and research ethical principles which
also 1s fundamental for their future professional practice” (pp. 5-6).

In the National curriculum regulations for early childhood education (2023), the bachelor thesis
is referred to as “(. ...) profession-orientated and thematically linked to the areas of knowledge
or the specialisation module” (p. 3). The national guidelines for early childhood education (2018) also
add that “the thesis should be related to everyday life in pre-schools, and that it should be
relevant for future professional practice” (p. 20). It should be research preparatory so that
the students develop knowledge about relevant research ethical issues and methods. Corre-
spondingly, the descriptions of the bachelor’s thesis are also sparse in the Nazional curriculum
regulations for vocational teacher education (2018). Like early childhood teacher education, however,
the thesis is elaborated on in the National guidelines for vocational teacher education, stating that it is
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a “research- and development-based work,” and that the thesis should be rooted in teachers’
petspectives on school/ working life and/or society issues (p. 7).

The curriculum regulations and the national guidelines thus aim to ensure consistency
in all teacher education regarding the final thesis being both research-based and practice-
oriented, yet without specifying how these concepts should be operationalized and under-
stood. Teacher education programmes are therefore offered by local authorities, yet few if
any studies have explored how the purposes of the final thesis are sought achieved across
different types of teacher education. Moreover, as the discourse of profession-oriented and
research-based may activate new forms of knowledge (Afdal, 2017), insight into what types
of knowledge being generated through final thesis work is missing. The present study aims
to address these questions by investigating how the concepts are understood when carrying
out the final thesis in teacher education year 1-7 and 5-10, vocational teacher education and
early childhood teacher education.

Analytical framework

In order to explore how the concepts of research-based and profession-oriented are ap-
proached in final thesis work, we draw on a) Healey and Jenkins’ (2009) model of ways of
engaging students in research and inquiry, b) Afdal’s (2017) work on discourses on profes-
sion-oriented educations and c) Yildirim et al.’s (this issue) conceptual framework of thesis
orientations. The contribution of each perspective is described below.

Firstly, inspired by the work of Healey and Jenkins (2009), the final thesis as research-
based can be linked to two dimensions, the first of which concerns the relationship between
research as a process and a product. The process dimension refers to the preparation for and
actual work with the thesis, and concerns, for example, what activities exist in the education
programmes and how the activities are interrelated and organised. The product dimension, on
the other hand, concerns the thesis as a final outcome, but also what competence the stu-
dents are supposed to have after finalizing the thesis. This second dimension revolves around
how students are positioned (Kay1-Aydar & Kayi-Aydar, 2019) within the context of their
thesis work. Students” opportunities to influence various aspects of the thesis may vary, for
instance, regarding the selection of the topic, the methodological approach or the theoretical
framework. When students are given a substantial degree of autonomy in these regards, they
are empowered to play an active role in shaping the research process that underpins their
thesis work. Conversely, in situations where students have fewer options and limited auton-
omy, their capacity to define the parameters of research-based work within the context of
their thesis is more testricted. In sum, the two dimensions illustrate how a research-based
final thesis can take on different forms and manifest itself both prior to, during, and after the
thesis work.

Second, in order to investigate notions of the final thesis as profession-oriented, we
draw on research on how the concept of profession-oriented is conceptualized in policy
processes and documents for teacher education and engineering education in Norway
(Afdal, 2017). Discussing how discourses on profession-oriented might be analytically ap-
proached, Afdal (2017) distinguishes between five operationalizations of the concept: (1)
How relevance is understood, (2) How the relationship between theory and practice is con-
stituted, (3) Ideas about integration of knowledge domains, (4) How insight into professional
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work is understood, and (5) How professional expertise is understood. For the purpose of
this article, we will particularly focus on the three former elements and use these questions
as an analytical point of departure to examine how different stakeholders operationalize and
interpret the concept of profession oriented.

Finally, we draw on Yildirim et al.’s (this issue) conceptual model of thesis orienta-
tions in this volume (see Figure 1). Based on a literature review, the model illustrates ways of
organizing final thesis and how these approaches differ in terms of their emphasis on scien-
tific investigations. By distinguishing between three main thesis otientations and linking them
to specific final thesis models, the model nuances Healey & Jenkins’ (2009) two dimensions.
In addition, the model is particulatly relevant for the present study as it reveals how a thesis
might vary in its position to scientific investigation, ranging from primarily being academic
to more profession oriented. The model thus makes it possible to not only explore the con-
cepts of research-based and profession-oriented separately, but also to see them as representations
of different thesis orientations of the same continuum.

Research Inquiry Practice
Development &
Primary Empirical research Inquiry practice
orientation (academic) (professional) (professional)
Final thesis Field Systematic | Concept | Didactical |Curriculum/material/
model study/primary |  review/ analysis | analysis test/tool/method
research secondary development,
research implementation

Examples  |Survey research, Systematic | Literature | Observation | Portfolio, teaching

interview study,| literature study, analysis, | toolbox, practice
observation |review, meta- content lesson  |report, development
study, document analysis, | analysis | analysis, report,
analysis, action meta curriculum | implementation
research synthesis analysis report
Research engaged Research informed

Figure 1: A framework to represent various final thesis otientations in teacher education

(Yildirim et al., this issue)
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Data and methodology

To discuss how the concepts of research-based and profession-oriented are operationalized
in the work with final thesis, we draw on data from a national study of bachelor’s and mas-
ter’s thesis from 2022 (Lorentzen et al., 2022). The evaluation was conducted on behalf of
the Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training the Advisory Council for Teacher
Education 2025 (Faglig rid for lererutdanning 2025). The purpose of the study was to explore
how student teachers qualify through writing their final thesis, and what conditions affect
these qualification processes. The study was conducted in two phases. First, a digital survey
was sent to all vocational, year 8-13, early childhood, primary and lower secondary (year 1-7
and 5-10) teacher education programmes in Norway, as well as teacher education pro-
grammes in practical and aesthetic subjects, and consecutive master programmes for pre-
school teachers and primary and lower secondary teachers educated before the master re-
form. The aim of the survey was to gain an overall impression of the final thesis work within
and across teacher education programmes, and the survey clustered around four main as-
pects: how the programmes organize the work with the final thesis, how the students are
involved in decision making, involvement of the field of practice, and how supervision is
organized and conducted. The respondents invited were individuals with key responsibilities
related to the final thesis, e.g., course coordinators, programme coordinators and members
of bachelor’s and master’s programme networks. In total, 199 persons received the survey
and 82 of them responded.

Based on data from the survey, an in-depth study was conducted in phase two of the
evaluation. More specifically, four education institutions were selected from the survey, as
these institutions reported on practices, routines and/or projects that had been implemented
in order to improve the work with the final thesis. In this article, we primarily draw on data
from the in-depth study of the four cases.

The in-depth study consists of data from two (TE 1-7 and 5-10, hereafter referred to
as TE A and TE B), one eatly childhood teacher education (ECTE) and one vocational
teacher education (VTE). Within each case, students, educators/ supetvisors, and persons
related to the field of practice were interviewed, as well as the coordinators in the primary
and lower secondary education programmes (see Table 1). The main purpose of the inter-
views was to gain more insight into the arenas, practices and stakeholders associated with
the final thesis, the students’ experiences with writing the thesis, and how different forms of
knowledge are being integrated in this work. The informants were also explicitly requested
to reflect on the concepts of research-based and profession-oriented. In this article, we particularly
draw and these reflections, in addition to their descriptions of the main purpose of the thesis,
involvement of the field of practice and the role of methodology and philosophy of science.
How the various questions are related to the two concepts is described below.
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Table 1. Interviews conducted in phase two of the project

Case Interviews

1-ECTE 4 supervisors/ educators (group interview)

3 students (individual interviews)

2-TE A (1-7 | 1 programme leader

and 5-10) 4 supetvisors/ educators (group interview)

3 students (group interview)

2 teachers from the field of practice (individual interviews)
3-TE B (1-7 | 1 programme leader

and 5-10) 3 supetvisors/ educators (group interview and individual interview)
2 students (group interview)

1 vice-principals from the field of practice

4-VTE 3 supervisors/ educators (individual interviews)

3 students (group interview)

2 teachers from the field of practice (individual interviews)

The early childhood teacher education programme is located in the eastern part of Norway and
admits approximately 120 students each year. The scope of the final thesis is 15 credits, and
the students are free to decide whether they want to write it individually or in groups. Ac-
cording to the local curriculum, the final thesis should be an independent research work in
line with professional, methodological and ethical requirements and guidelines.

The two primary and lower secondary teacher education programmes, i.e., T A and TE B,
are both medium-sized. In 2022, 50 and 80 students were admitted to the TE A for years 1-
7 and 5-10 respectively, whereas 73 students were admitted for years 1-7 and 54 for years 5-
10 in TE B. A distinct difference between the two education programmes concerns the
number of credits assigned to the master’s thesis. In line with most other primary and lower
secondary teacher educations in Norway, the scope of the final thesis in TE A is 30 credits.
In contrast, TE B provides a 45 credit masters’ thesis. Consequently, final thesis work in TE
B extends over several semesters, whereas students in TE A start and finish their thesis work
during the last semester.

The vocational teacher education consists of five different vocational teacher education
programmes'. All programmes combine professional and vocational courses and are de-
signed with a 30-credits bachelor’s thesis catried out as group work. During the last semester,
vocational teacher education students plan and carry out a research and development project in a
school. In their final thesis, the students are expected to discuss the choices made in the
project and reflect upon adjustments that could have been made.

In the analysis of the data, the interview transcriptions were read in detail, before we
focused on the more explicit and direct expressions of the concepts of research-based and
profession-oriented. In this stage, we coded statements addressing the main purpose of the
theses and explicit utterances about how the interviewees understood the two concepts.

! 'These are 1) Building and Construction, 2) Health and Social Care, 3) Electricity and Electronics, 4) Restau-
rant and Food Business and 5) Technical and Industtial Production.



Second, we looked for the more implicit notions of research-based and profession-oriented
in the interviews. Inspired by Afdal’s (2017) work, we identified extracts addressing dis-
coutrses on profession-oriented, e.g., the perceived relevance of the thesis, different forms of in-
volvement of the field of practice and ideas about knowledge integration, before looking for
extracts addressing discoutses on research-based, e.g., reflections on the function of the thesis,
student involvement and the role of methodology and philosophy of science. Next, we con-
ducted a cross-case analysis by exploring similarities and differences in how various stake-
holders perceived the concepts of research-based and profession-oriented. Finally, we re-
viewed our findings in the light of Healey and Jenkins’ (2009) model and Yildirim et al.’s (this
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issue) notions of final thesis orientations.

Results

The findings from the study are summarized in Table 2, illustrating the main objective of
the final thesis, prevailing interpretations of the concepts of research-based and profession-
oriented, as well as ongoing debates and tensions within the four cases. In the next sections,
we elaborate on these results.

Table 2. Overview of the findings concerning “research-based and “profession-otiented” thesis?

and improvements, ac-
quite new knowledge
and “dare to try it in
practice”

Case Main objec- | Final thesis orientation: | Final thesis otientation: Profession-
tive Research-based (RB) otiented (PO)
Eatly Let the stu- | Combine tresearch and | Choice of topic is partially predetet-
childhood | dents  im- [ development mined.
teacher merse them-
education | selves in a Involvement of the field of practice
(ECTE) topic they are through “The Science Centre”
interested in
TEA(1-7 | Develop re- | Use research methods, | Self-selected topic and research
and 5-10) search skills [ link their own study to | method
and method- | existing research, de-
ological velop analytical skills, | Involvement of the field of practice
knowledge teaching  evaluations | through the “master-market” and

facilitation of students’ data collec-
ton

Related to the choice of topic:
Broad vs. narrow understandings

2 ECTE: Early Childhood Teacher Education, TE: primary and lower secondary educations cases A and B,

VTE: vocational teacher education.
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TE B (1-7 | Develop re- | Develop “aresearcher’s | Self-selected topic and research
and 5-10) search skills [ point of view,” monitor | method
and method- |and develop profes-
ological sional practice, under- | Involvement of the field of practice
knowledge stand research literature | through the “master-market” and
facilitation of students’ data collec-
tion
Choice of topic: broad vs narrow
understandings
Voca- Let the stu- | Inquiry and develop- | Self-selected topic and research
tional dents  im- | ment rather than (sys- [ method (action research)
teacher merse them- | tematic) use of research,
education | selves in a | problematization, re- | Field of practice as the arena for
(VIE) topic they are | flection, ctitical thinking | conducting action research
interested in.

Notions of a research-based final thesis

During the interviews, all the informants were asked how they understood the concepts of
profession-oriented and research-based. Regarding the latter concept, a recurring finding in
the data from the two primary teacher education programmes was that this concept partic-
ularly was associated with the development of a scientific mindset, the ability to use various
research methods, and an analytical approach to teaching. For example, it was pointed out
that a research-based thesis should be understood as "(...) using research methods" (pro-
gramme leader) and "building on previous research and being analytical" (educator). Several
informants also drew parallels between the thesis as research-based and future professional
practice, for example, by relating research-based to "being able to reflect on one's own teach-
ing in the future and justify what one does based on theoty" (educator), "avoiding fixed
patterns, having an independent critical view of one's own practice” (educator), and "daring
to conduct research in teaching" (student). However, although this emphasis on research
skills and methodological knowledge was particularly prominent in TE A and B, discussions
of the benefits of this thesis orientation also existed within the two programmes. For in-
stance, one of the programme leaders commented that

We have an ongoing debate on whether we should include, for example, more actions
research, and whether this master’s thesis should be even closer related to the teaching
profession.

A similar emphasis on scientific investigations was not highlighted by the interviewees from
the two bachelor’s programmes. In vocational teacher education, for example, it emerged
that less emphasis was placed on the bachelor's thesis as a research project. Instead, the focus
was on the final thesis being more of a development project. Several educators explained
that this shift from research to development was largely due to students lacking
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methodological competence and that they often generalized their findings based on a low
number of informants. One educator, for example, mentioned that the students probably
had room for improvement when it came to "(...) systematically applying the use of research
methods in connection with planning and implementation of an action (...) and how to ana-
lyse and interpret findings." For this reason, it was more important that the thesis contributed
to reflection and awareness-raising among the students, rather than systematic use of theory
and research methods.

It often becomes unfortunate because they become eager and start designing question-
naires without familiarizing themselves with methodological literature and such. So,
this year, we tried to be cautious about this, saying that we tone down the R. (Educator).

Another educator in the vocational teacher education programme also stated that the stu-
dents probably had a lot of potential regarding “applying research methods systematically in
relation to the planning and implementation of an action (...), and how to analyze and inter-
pret findings." As the vocational programme to a limited extent provided students with train-
ing in research methodology and skills in how to undertake a research study, they had de-
cided to change the genre of the final thesis from being a research project to become more
of a development project. Consequently, the final thesis in vocational teacher education ed-
ucation programme was seen as a tool for developing critical thinking and reflective practices
rather than systematically using theory and research methods.

Notions of a profession-oriented final thesis

Regarding the concept of “profession-oriented” and how this should be defined in relation
to the final thesis, a general tendency in the interviews was that this concept was used syn-
onymously with the concept of “practice-oriented.” More specifically, the majority of the
interviewees in all of the four cases described a profession-oriented thesis as a thesis being
somehow relevant for the students’ future professional practice.

Relatedly, all the education programmes, except for vocational education, had proce-
dures for the field of practice to suggest topics they wanted students to investigate. In the
field of eatly childhood education, for instance, a digital collaborative platform was under
construction. The aim of the platform is to strengthen the collaboration between the field of
practice and the education programme, primarily by increasing the number of kindergartens
suggesting topics for students to explore. In the primary teacher education programmes,
"master markets" were conducted before students embarked on their theses. These “mat-
kets” are physical meetings where researchers, schools, and other external stakeholders pre-
sent project ideas and issues they want students to address in their theses. By selecting a topic
presented at the master market, students were aware that they were contributing to their
future field of practice by providing further insights into specific subjects. This process also
ensured that their theses were profession-oriented and relevant, the interviewees explained.

While the field of practice played a vital role in data collection in all four cases, signif-
icantly fewer established procedures were found for involving the field of practice after the
thesis was completed. For instance, none of the education programmes had routines for
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systematically shating insights from the final theses with the schools/ kindergartens where
students had collected their data. Lack of time and ethical considerations related to anonym-
ity were described as factors impeding dissemination. This finding aligned with the results
from the survey conducted in phase one of the study, where 64 out of 82 respondents indi-
cated that there were no established procedures for communicating the findings from the
theses back to the field of practice.

Another commonality across the four cases was that when asked about how the in-
formants interpreted the concept of profession-oriented, several of the interviewees imme-
diately linked this concept to the themes and methodological approaches in the theses. Re-
garding the latter, participant observation and interviews were described as particularly rele-
vant/ profession-otiented methodological approaches. One of the students in eatly child-
hood teacher education, who had conducted observations in her thesis work, highlighted
this:

I think what we did with participant observation was very practice-oriented, that we
had a plan and carried it out together with the children. We took their perspective and
focused on the children. So, I felt that it was very practice-oriented and something we
did together with children in kindergarten. But I think it's also practice-otiented if you
talk to an early childhood educator, but we didn't do that" (Student).

Hence, in many cases, the concepts of profession-oriented and research-based were natu-
rally associated with each other. For instance, in the interview with educators and supervi-
sors from TE A, the conversation about what a research-based thesis might look like de-
veloped to a discussion about broad versus narrow approaches to the final thesis as pro-
fession-oriented and research-based. One of the educators reflected:

I think that the concepts of profession-oriented and research-based are often inter-
preted too narrowly. I have always insisted on a broad interpretation of the concepts,
and I have had some feuds with other educators who want to have a much narrower
interpretation. But if it gets too narrow, the students will get uncomfortable with writ-
ing about some parts of the subject. And then it can be too much focus on just inter-
viewing teachers or just gathering classroom data.

The excerpt sheds light on the existence of certain tensions among educators and students
regarding the interpretation of the conceptualization of profession-oriented. While not ex-
plicitly articulated, it may be inferred that this narrow-broad dimension may be associated
with the students' selection of both their thesis topic and research methodology. Concerning
the latter, a narrow notion of practice-oriented methods seems to encompass activities such
as interviews and classroom observations.

Interestingly, a distinction between a narrow and a broad interpretation of the con-
cept of profession-oriented was also brought up by the educators in TE B. Here, however,
this dimension was only related to the students’ choice of topic for the thesis. When asked
how they thought about the concept of profession-oriented, one of the educators replied:
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I think there are at least two definitions here. You can think of it narrowly, as investi-
gating what's going on in the classroom, in the teacher collegium or the organization,
things like that. But you can also choose to think of it as. I have chosen to think of it
as something that should be relevant for history teachers, ot it should be relevant for
teachers in schools, but it must be subject-related. But sometimes the subject-dimen-
sion is lost when writing a profession-oriented thesis. It is sometimes difficult to con-
nect pedagogy and the school subject.

In sum, the results reveal that the interviewees from TE A and B associated a research-based
final thesis with the students” development of research competence and methodological
skills. Moreover, the concept of profession-oriented was related to ongoing discussions
about the extent to which one should have a broad or a narrow approach to the theses’
theme and methodology. In contrast, the informants from vocational teacher education and
early childhood teacher education mainly highlighted that the thesis should be seen as devel-
opment project, although developing analytical and methodological skills as part of working
with the final thesis was also emphasized in early childhood teacher education. The fact that
exploration and practical relevance are more important in the two bachelor's programmes
than developing research-based knowledge is understandable as the bachelot's programmes
are less research-intensive than the 5-year primary school teacher education programmes at
the master’s level. Nonetheless, the findings are important as the facets of the concepts of
research-based and profession-oriented are made visible and unfolded.

Discussion

In this article, we have explored how the intension of the final thesis being research-based
and profession-oriented is operationalized in different teacher education programmes. In
general, the interviewees seem to believe that this intension can be realized. However, the
findings also indicate ongoing discussions and negotiations in several of the programmes
about how the concepts should be interpreted. In the next sections we discuss our results in
relation to the conceptual framework presented above and the potential implications of the
study.

Regarding the concept of research-based, the results show that the four cases differ
in terms of their approach to this concept. To some extent, these differences concern the
extent to which the students are positioned as active/passive participants in their projects
and whether the programmes emphasize the final thesis as product/process (Healey & Jen-
kins, 2009). For instance, regarding the passive/active dimension, students in eatly childhood
education are assigned a (general) theme to explore in their thesis, whereas the choice of
topic is left to the students themselves in the three other education programmes. In line with
previous research revealing that student teachers are more often seen as audience than active
participants, the students in early childhood education appear as less agentic in their thesis
work (Munthe & Rogne, 2015). Moreover, students in the two mastet’s programmes are to
a greater extent expected to systematically undertake a research project in their final thesis
than the students in the two bachelor’s programmes. The results also indicate that the main
objectives of the master’s thesis are related to developing scientific skills and thinking rather
than developing professional practice. The variation between the four cases, however, is not
fully covered by Healey & Jenkins’ model, as the discourses of research-based arguably are
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more fine-grained than what this model takes into account. For example, the model does
not include the theses otientations as outlined by Yilditim et al. (this issue). Due to this
framework, the primary teacher education programmes can be described as research en-
gaged, focusing on the thesis being an empirical research project (although theoretical theses
are allowed). In contrast, the main thesis orientation in vocational teacher education is de-
velopment and practice, as the students are expected to conduct an action research project
where they develop and test a specific teaching plan. The thesis in vocational education can
therefore be characterized as research informed rather than research engaged. Finally, the
thesis orientation in eatly childhood education can be desctibed as both research engaged
and research informed.

In line with national curriculum regulations, different types of teacher education are
likely to have different final thesis orientations. For instance, it is reasonable to believe that
final thesis at the master’s level is more oriented towards academic, empirical research than
teacher education at bachelor’s level, as the latter educations ate less research-intensive and
include less methodological training than programmes at the master’s level. This assumption
is also supported by Meeus et al. (2004), arguing that the practice-oriented final thesis ap-
proach is more relevant to bachelor level teacher education programmes. However, this does
not mean that facilitation of research engaged theses is unfeasible in bachelor’s programmes,
or that bachelor’s students cannot work theory-otiented or academic oriented. Presuming
that students are closely supported and provided with methodological training and skills,
programmes at a bachelor’s level can arguably have a similar approach to the concept of
research-based as programmes at a master’s level. We therefore argue that an academic thesis
orientation is not reserved for master’s programmes but can be implemented across types
of teacher education and theses.

The conceptualization of final thesis orientations outlined by Yildirim et al. (this issue)
enables differentiating between various approaches to the final thesis as research-based,
hence illustrating the breadth of interpretations of the concept. However, our data also indi-
cates that discussions about the prevailing thesis orientations are closely coupled with ques-
tions related to what forms of knowledge that is (or should be) mobilized through the final
thesis work. First, tensions can occur between emphasizing didactics on the one hand, and
pedagogy and school subjects on the other hand. Second, although some of the informants
highlight subject didactics and pedagogy, others underline the importance of including dis-
ciplinary knowledge in the final thesis. Finally, stakeholders’ views might range from learning
about philosophy of science and methodology, to being able to use such knowledge. It’s
important to note, however, that these dimensions should not be perceived as dichotomies,
but rather as continuums illustrating how different forms of knowledge can be mobilized
through final thesis work, and that different stakeholders might have different views on what
types of knowledge should be emphasized.

Whereas the discussion of thesis orientations and forms of knowledge primarily re-
lates to the concept of research-based, two important notes can be made to the concept of
profession-oriented. First, the results demonstrate that the concept of profession-oriented
connotes that the thesis should be somewhat relevant. This understanding is shared by both
students, educators, programme coordinators and teachers from the field of practice, but
can also be found in the existing literature. For instance, Toom et al. (2008) argue that the
main purpose of the final thesis is to carry out research that is relevant for teachers’
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professional teaching. Although this interpretation seems reasonable, a vital question be-
comes how relevance is understood (Afdal, 2017; Lorentzen, 2025). Our data shows how the
concept of profession-oriented is linked to the thematic and methodological aspects of the
thesis, as several of the interviewees seem to believe that some topics and methodological
approaches provide more profession-oriented theses than others. For instance, the inter-
views with educators from TE A and B revealed that tensions can be found regarding
whether the thesis primarily should address subject didactics or topics thought in schools, or
if the thesis can concern a// themes relevant for teachers and the teaching profession. In
addition, the results also imply ongoing discussions on whether interviews and observations
offer more profession-oriented data than other research methods.

Second, an important aspect of the final thesis practices investigated in the present
study concerns the involvement of the field of practice. Figure 2 illustrates how the involve-
ment varies from functioning as facilitators to actively participating before, during, or after
the assignment work.

Figure 2: Involvement by the field of practice in the final thesis work

Participate in events Participate in research projects with
for sharing students and faculty

knowledge from the

thesis work

Participate as
supervisors/co-

Participate as Suggest topics for thesis S

informants
The field of practice The field of practice as
as facilitators active participants

Our data reveals that using teachers as informants is the most common way of involving the
field of practice in the students’ final thesis work. However, we also found local initiatives
where the field of practice participated more actively in the assignment work. For example,
in TE A, a pilot project where schoolteachers served as co-supervisors had been tested.

A general finding across the four cases concerns the lack of routines for systematically
sharing insights from the theses to the schools/kindergartens. In the interviews with the
educators and the teachers from the field of practice, lack of time and ethical considerations
such as anonymity are described as hindering factors. The lack of routines for disseminating
results from the theses to the field of practice has also been reported in Finland (Maaranen
et al., this issue). Questions can be raised about how such lack of routines might affect the
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relationship between the education programmes and the field of practice. If teachers con-
tinue to facilitate the students’ data collection by participating as informants or enabling class-
room observations without receiving anything in return, the field of practice risk ending up
as facilitators rather than mutual partners to the education programmes in the students’ final
thesis work. This implies that discussions should be initiated about how contexts for pre-
senting the final theses can be established. Attention should also be paid to the topics of the
theses, and what thematic areas the field of practice perceive as particularly relevant for stu-
dents to investigate. This, in turn, might increase the potential impact of the theses for teach-
ers and respond to calls for strengthening the connections between final thesis work and the
field of practice (Antonsen et al., 2020; Jakhelln et al., 2016).

Practical implications and future research

Several practical implications can be derived from our study and the concepts of research-
based and profession-oriented are interpreted. First, the findings related to the concept of
profession-otiented generate important questions about who the final thesis should be rele-
vant for. For instance, teachers’ and school leaders’” opinions about topics of importance do
not necessarily correspond to the perceptions of students. Similarly, scholars might interpret
the relevance of final thesis differently from students. Consequently, teacher education pro-
grammes should arguably be aware of this potential diversity of opinion, and initiate discus-
sions identifying different stakeholders’ responses to what is a relevant final thesis. Discuss-
ing what a profession-oriented thesis might look like is arguably also useful for teachers in
the field of practice, as this might enable consistency in how different stakeholders interpret
the concept. In sum, such discussions will assumably provide a better foundation for decid-
ing who the theses should be practice- oriented and relevant for.

Another note can be made to the finding of some informants perceiving interviews
and observations to be more profession-oriented approaches than other research methods.
From our perspective, this point of view might be problematic as it suggests that some forms
of data automatically lead to less relevant theses. As outlined by Yildirim et al. (this issue),
final thesis practices can range from field studies to systematic literature reviews, concept
analyses and action research, hence potentially including a variety of methodological ap-
proaches. Our study thus highlights the importance of teacher education programmes un-
folding and making visible the breadth of possible methodological approaches. This way,
the extent to which a final thesis is profession- oriented is not reduced to a matter of the
students’ methodological approach.

A final practical implication concerns the role of the field of practice in students’ work
with the thesis. The significance of creating routines for disseminating information from the
final theses has already been noted, as this might ensure that teachers to a greater extent
benefit from the students” work. However, it is important to note that a more mutual rela-
tionship between schools/kindergartens and the education progtammes also can be created
in other ways than merely establishing routines for dissemination. For instance, including
teachers in research projects or using teachers as co-supervisors (see figure 4 above), can also
be beneficial initiatives for strengthening the role of the field of practice in students’ work
with the final thesis. Our data implies that several education programmes are in their eatly
stages of developing and testing such initiatives.
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Our study also points to areas requiring further investigation. First, as this study has
uncovered ongoing debates on whether students should have a broad/narrow methodolog-
ical and thematic approach to their final thesis, more insight into these arguments and per-
spectives is needed. This, in turn, may provide a better foundation for different teacher ed-
ucation programmes to decide how the concept of profession-oriented should be inter-
preted locally, but also how it relates to the concept of research-based. Conceptually, more
knowledge about the connections between methodological and thematic choices can also
enable nuanced perspectives on how final thesis models and thesis ofientations (Yildirim et
al., this issue) are coupled.

Finally, any changes of the national curriculum regulations as a result of the ongoing
evaluation in Norway might reshape the conditions for student teachers final thesis work. If
teacher education programmes are offered more local autonomy, the variety of the ways in
which education programmes organize and prepare their students for the final thesis might
increase. Additionally, greater differences between bachelor’s and master’s programmes
might occur. Although having a less consistent and nationally coherent approach to teacher
education might have certain undesirable consequences, reducing the national steering could
enable education programmes to try out new ways of organizing the final thesis work. For
instance, courses in philosophy of science and research methodology can be introduced at
an eatlier stage in education. From our perspective, more research is needed on the conse-
quences of policy regulations for final thesis work in teacher education, and how adjustments
in such regulations might enable and impede this work.
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