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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to explore the daily practice in timetable free classrooms, and to 
discuss some special aspects of it. The paper is empirically based on observations in Swedish 
schools with and without national timetable. The theoretical framework is mainly from 
classics, such as Philip Jackson’s and Basil Bernstein’s work. Questions touched upon in the 
discussion are for instance –What specific student competences occur in a timetable free 
school? – How are the conditions for teaching and learning affected? –What control 
techniques are at play?  

Introduction 

In the autumn 2000, the Swedish government decided that a limited number of municipalities and 
schools were allowed to abandon the current restrictions in the national timetable for comprehensive 
school, for a five-year trial period. This trial can be seen as the latest part, in Sweden, of the deep 
structural changes that have occurred in educational systems within the European Union in the last 
decades (c.f. Andersson & Nilsson, 2000). The restructuring has been quite quick and dramatic in 
Sweden. Compulsory school has moved from a very high degree of centralisation, to one of the most 
decentralised within the European Union (Lundahl, Nyroos & Rönnberg, 2004). Governance by 
national goals and results has replaced governance by national rules and directives. Decisions, 
responsibility and the allocation of financial recourses for education have been transferred from 
central authorities to municipalities and local schools (From et al, 2003). 

This shift, throughout Europe, to the so-called New Public Management emphasis, among other 
things, individual choices and diversity between schools (Walford, 2000; Whitty, Power & Halpin, 
1998). So also in Sweden, even though equivalence, equity and justice still are emphasised in the 
ideological rhetoric of Swedish educational policy. Grading criteria, for the evaluation of students, 
and the goals for students to reach are still prescribed nationally.  

From the politicians’ point of view, a national timetable might hinder the desired school 
development in a system guided by objectives (Official Government Report 2004:35). The national 
timetable is pointed out as an obstacle for school development, thematic schoolwork and/or 
individually based, new teaching and learning methods and so on (Ds, 1999:1). Thus, it is assumed 
that goal fulfilment is promoted if decisions on how to reach the goals are made in local 
municipalities, schools and classrooms (c.f. Sundberg, 2004).  

This paper is one part of an ongoing research project1, started in spring 2002, designed as a 
longitudinal case study following four timetable free schools and two schools governed by the 
national timetable. The research project involves analysis of steering mechanisms, teaching 
practices, consequences for teachers, students and parents and so on. Since autumn 2002, the two of 
us have conducted fieldwork in three schools. Two schools were without timetable and one with. 
This gives us the possibility to ‘see’ the trial by comparing it with the ordinary things going on in 

 



Swedish schools. We have focused the upper level of comprehensive compulsory school, where 
students are 13-15 years of age. Examples of fieldwork are teacher interviews, observations of 
different kinds of staff meetings and classroom activities, spending time in corridors and other 
facilitates, small talks with principals, teachers and students. Further more, we have examined local 
documents of the schools.  

The aim of this paper is to explore the daily practice in timetable free classrooms. The empirical base 
is observations, in Geertz’s (1973) sense, in Swedish schools with and without national timetable. In 
all three schools some time is transferred from traditional subject-based lessons to scheduled time for 
free choice of subject, where students themselves decide what subject they are to work with. How 
much time that is spent on scheduled time for free choice of subject varies between the schools and 
even inside a school. The rest of the school week is conducted as traditional subject-based lessons. 
Thus, scheduled time for free choice of subject is a classroom activity neither prescribed nor 
restricted by the national timetable, in other words an seemingly timetable free phenomenon (notable 
going on in both schools with and without national timetable).  

A total amount of 19 observations of scheduled time for free choice of subject were conducted 
during autumn 2003. First, we carried out one (test) observation together, and our field notes of the 
observation were compared and discussed. The rest of the observations were conducted by one of us, 
about half of them by each. The observations vary between 30 and 90 minutes, depending on 
different schedules. One common thing, however, is that no matter how the lesson was labelled on 
the schedule the whole time was not spend on students’ free choice of subject. One could also notice 
that the scheduled times for free choice of subject were sometimes age-specific and sometimes 
mixed-aged, and different facilities were at use.  

The timetable free classroom 

A typical scheduled time for free choice of subject goes something as follow: The teacher walks 
around outside the classroom, urging the students to go to their seats and sit down; Let’s get started.
When the students are seated (five to ten minutes after scheduled starting time) the teacher talks 
about ten minutes. If there are any special issues or information it comes first in line.  

Then comes what should be done in different matters, tasks/exercises/assignments to do and other 
instructions needed for the students work; Sit down, and when you need help do not yell, raise your 
hand quietly at the same moment you recognise I am finished helping someone else! To round off the 
teacher ask questions like; What are you going to work with? Where will you be seated? and gives 
recommendations like; Do not save all your work until another time! This is the last opportunity 
before the written examination!  

When the teacher is done talking, it is the starting point for a lively moment. Students go in and out 
off the room, and/or move around in the room, saying to each other things like; What are you going 
to work with? Have you done this exercise? When is the exercise to be handled in? I am aiming for 
Pass with distinction on this exercise.  

In a while there is a period of relatively quietness while students start to work, individually, in pair or 
in a small group. Immediately there is a variety in what students do - some students work hard with 
different kinds of schoolwork, some students talk to each other while others just sit or lay down over 
the desk. Initially the teacher moves around quite rapidly among all students, combining control and 
encouragement; Do you know what to do? Is everything clear? Get on with it! You have to do 
something! 

When the work has started, that is when most of the students seem to be occupied, the teacher slows 
down the moving around. Now he/she stays longer by each student or group of students, 
occasionally she or he sits down, answering questions and discussing with students. At times the 



teacher has to instruct and push student/s to work; Write that down there. Show me what you have 
done so far. You must have done this in half an hour.  

Meanwhile, the level of sound increases as the work goes on. Now and then the murmur gets too 
loud and the teacher must turn to the whole class and hush; Shsh! Keep your voices down! Observe 
the level of noise! If the teacher leaves the classroom, for instance to talk to students who work in 
other places, there is a sure hush when she or he returns to the room. 

Along with the work, i.e. schoolwork, there are a number of other activities going on. Students are 
talking about personal matters with each other or with the teacher, it might be almost everything 
from the latest movie or plans for the weekend to troubles at home or with the boy-/girlfriend. 
Others, for example, listen to music, go out on Internet, rest, tease someone or fool around. Some 
students mix schoolwork with these other activities, while others concentrate on either or.  

The ending of the scheduled time for free choice of subject could be described as a fade out ending. 
The engagement in schoolwork goes down and things slow down. Instead there are small talks and a 
kind of waiting. The teacher has stopped pushing students to work. The last thing to happen is that 
the teacher declares the lesson over. 

The hidden curriculum of the timetable free classroom 

From all the observations made, one could argue that the ongoing decentralisation process now has 
passed the level of local schools and reached further down. The decentralisation seems to have 
reached the single student. The variation of activities among students in the room, and outside, 
makes it hard to talk about a school class as well as a classroom (c.f. Jedeskog, 2001). The students 
are supposed to self-direct their own work, whatever they do and wherever they do it, and the teacher 
turns to single students or groups of students. Except rebukes when there is too much noise, the 
starting and ending procedures are the only occasions when the teacher turns to all students. 

These starting and ending procedures seem like rituals, well known for all involved. They are 
something to carry out, something students just go through because it is the natural order of things in 
school. Even if all work is done, the students must wait for the sign from the teacher that it has come 
to an end; Time is up! Lesson finished! One central function for the teacher to fulfil in these 
procedures seems to be that of the official timekeeper (c.f Jackson, 1968). 

Moreover, scheduled time for free choice of subject can be understood in terms of Bernstein’s (1977) 

concept ‘integrated code’2. Weak boundaries between contents and a range of options in the relations 
between teacher and student/s characterises scheduled time for free choice of subject. Self-regulation 
is the implicit principles of this pedagogy instead of content instruction exercised by the teacher, 
which Bernstein (1977) argues will encourage more of the student to be made public:  

"In this way more of the pupil is available for control. As a result the socialization could 
be more intensive and perhaps more penetrating. In the same way as pupils/students 
defend themselves against the wounds of collection, or distance themselves from its 
overt code, so they may produce new defences against the potential intrusiveness of the 
integrative code and its open learning contexts." (p. 109) 

What defence strategies do students practice? An important one could be labelled as ‘looking busy’. 
Since the visible and public is emphasised, the teacher’s control is focused on what the students do. 
Nothing attracts the teacher’s attention and dissatisfaction more than students obviously doing 
nothing (c.f. Jedeskog, 2001). That is, not doing the schoolwork. One way to avoid this attention is 
therefore to look as you are doing schoolwork, even though you are not. Examples from the 
observations are to keep one’s nose in a textbook the whole time without turning the pages, or write 
down the same words and than erase them, over and over again. As long as you do it individually, 



without talking to anyone, it is okay - the teacher will not approach you. The teacher only turns to 
students, who work individually, if they raise their hand or call for the teacher, otherwise the teacher 
addresses him-/herself to students who talk to and/or work with others.  

This might be seen as one part of the hidden curriculum, as Jackson (1968) stated it, but the one of 
the timetable free classroom. The rest of this paper therefore, inspired by Jackson (1968), deals with 
implicit rules of order and model students.  

Student competences  

On scheduled time for free choice of subject the model student must fulfil certain requirements. First 
of all is the classic task to respond to and cooperate with the teacher, to behave well and to be 
positive (cf. Lortie, 1975). In the timetable free classroom you are allowed to talk with others as long 
as you talk about schoolwork and do not talk too loud. You are allowed to move around, for instance 
to get a book in the library or to use a computer, as long as you do not disturb the order of the 
classroom. In fact, there are rather few explicit restrictions - as long as you do your work as good as 
you can and do not disturb the overall order.  

As Bernstein (1977) argues, integrated code will give raise to multiple criteria for the assessment of 
students, focusing inner attributes of the student:  

"Thus if he has the ‘right’ attitudes, then this will result later in the attainment of various 
specific competences. The ‘right’ attitude may be assessed in terms of at fit between the 
pupil’s attitudes and the current ideology. It is possible, then, that the evaluative criteria 
of integrated codes with weak frames may be weak as these refer to specific cognitive 
attributes but strong as these refer to dispositional attributes." (p.109) 

If you have the right attitude you do, and do not, the right things, and catches the teacher’s attention 
only in relation to your proceeding work. You use the scheduled time for free choice of subject as 
efficient as possible, which requires competences like self-discipline, ability to strategic planning 
and responsibility. Over all, responsibility, as defined by the school context, is the key word. The 
lowest accepted level of taking responsibility is ‘to try’ – as long as you try you are okay. If you take 
responsibility for your own time management in a proper way, as defined by the school context, you 
will pass. 

In order to be a successful model student, the most important thing is to get the work done in a 
visible way, and on time or faster. All rewards handled out are related to getting the work done ahead 
of time. If you finish off your work earlier than planned you might have the special permission to 
rest, read literature, or other things that otherwise would not be allowed. The use of time seems more 
crucial than ever in the today’s school.  

As for students who lack these competences of the model student (as self-discipline, ability to 
strategic planning and responsibility), or the successful model student (to get the work done in a 
visible way, and on time or faster), they can neither plan their work nor take responsibility for it. In 
an attempt to secure that these non-model students reach the goals, their work is guided or even 
steered by the teachers. Students who do not make the right choices are corrected, whereas teachers 
do not intervene as long as students by themselves realise what is right and wrong and are willing to 
do the right thing. This means that students who lack the necessary competences are denied the 
possibility to develop them, whereas students who have these competences go on cultivating them 
(cf. From et al, 2003). One might wonder if life in timetable free classrooms continuously will 
increase this gap, producing enlarging inequalities between students. 

To keep the order  



Administration seems to be an absolute necessary condition for scheduled time for free choice of 
subject. First, the fact that there is scheduled time for free choice of subject presupposes 
administrative measures. Plans and decisions must be made on from which subjects time will be 
transferred and how much, how this scheduled time for free choice of subject will fit in the overall 
schedule and the rest of the school organisation, and so on.  

Every occasion of scheduled time for free choice of subject also demands administration. Attendance 
check, what kind of schoolwork might be done, what assignments students may choose, where they 
do them, how many teachers there will be and what each teacher shall do (and were he/she shall do 
it), and so on, have to be planned, decided, co-ordinated and controlled by the team of teachers 
involved. This planning also includes the teachers who do not take part of that specific scheduled 
time for free choice of subject. Students, on their side, register their attendance, do daily and/or 
weekly plans in their planning books and/or in conservations with teachers, check their work books, 
evaluate how their work is proceeding, and their attitudes towards it, in their evaluating books, and 
so on. We understand this as a constant recreation of order where technologies of the self are 
employed. 

Further, if problems of order arise during scheduled time for free choice of subject, the way to 
handle them seems to be more administration. When, for instance, too many students do not do 
enough schoolwork, there is too much noise or to few students do the right choices, the scheduled 
time for free choice of subject does not go as planned. Therefore, the answer is to increase planning 
and control. One example is to command students to write down the planning for their weekly work 
to the last detail and minute, and submit the plan to the teacher for approval. Another example is to 
construct specific assignments that students only are allowed to work with during scheduled time for 
free choice of subject.  

It must be underlined that concerning the characteristics of life in timetable free classrooms 
discussed in this paper, we would argue that the characteristics are empirical expressions of a logic 
of practice formed by existing conditions in the decentralised late modernity school, governed 
through objectives instead of rules, in the Swedish society. And, this goes for all three schools, with 
or without timetable. These conditions raise certain demands teachers have to fulfil, and far-reaching 
administration is a reasonable way, in a school context, to meet these demands. For instance, during 
scheduled time for free choice of subject, teachers at times are working with other subject contents 
than they are trained for, but with the responsibility to secure the students goal fulfilment. In other 
words, a decentralisation of responsibility to teachers at the same time as they are denied the 
resources to meet the demands put on them. The way for teachers to handle this dilemma is to 
increase the individual control of students, formalised in planning and continuous evaluating 
procedures.  

A hidden timetable? 

From one point of view, the national timetable seems to be of no significance at all. Differences 
within schools are more notable than differences between schools, regardless of if the national 
timetable has been abandoned or not. For instance, how the scheduled time for free choice of subject 
is organised differs between teams of teachers within a school, but all schools have these occasions 
and conduct them in a similar way. This indicates that it is not the national timetable, but something 
else, that regulates how time in school is spent and on what. Life in timetable free classrooms in the 
two schools allowed to abandon the timetable has these characteristics in common with the school 
restricted by the national timetable. This ‘something else’ might be a kind of hidden timetable at 
work. Similar to Jackson’s (1968) hidden curriculum, this hidden timetable regulates the use of time 
in a way that each student (and teacher) must learn to master to be successful. 

If there is a hidden timetable operating in the timetable free classroom, then there are a lot of 
questions to ask about outcomes of life in timetable free classrooms. Following Bernstein’s (2000) 



line of argument one could state that it provides "…a symbolic ruler of consciousness." (p. 36). 
What, then, does this symbolic ruler rule, or, in other words, what is not to be said, taught or felt? 
What consciousness does it regulate and for whom? Is it all the same as before, is it a change in 
fundamental values or even a shift in the formation of man? In this perspective a national timetable, 
or not, make no difference, the hidden timetable will get the job done. 

From another point of view the national timetable seems to be of great significance. In the 
decentralised school the national timetable regulates something else than time, namely the 
composition of qualified teachers in any given school. For instance, if x hours of teaching in math is 
stipulated it requires a number of at least y qualified teachers in math to carry out this teaching. If the 
national timetable is gone there is no formal necessity of teachers with specified qualifications. In 
other words, when the national timetable is abandoned the field is free for the employers to employ 
the cheapest teachers they could find, instead of teachers with subject-specific qualifications. This 
might even be an indication of an ongoing deprofessionalisation of the teaching profession. If this is 
the logic behind the abandoning of the national timetable, it is another step in the reorganisation of 
education according to market principles pointed out by, among others, Bernstein (2000).  
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Notes: 

1. Financed by the Ministry of Education and is in charge of professor Ulla Johansson, Department of Education, 

Umeå University.  

2. Bernstein makes a distinction between integrated code and collection code (cf. Bernstein, 1977; Bernstein, 2000). 
The collection code is based on strong boundaries between different subject contents, and the transmission of the 
content is strongly maintained by the teacher.  
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