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Performance and history: elite school pupils’ views on assessment
and their future in Sweden
Johan Samuelsson

Department for Political and Historical Studies, Karlstad University, Karlstad, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Historically, the Swedish school system has been designed to level out
differences between pupils. There has also been scepticism about
assessing pupils. However, new school reforms in Sweden centre on
performance and tests. This article focuses on pupils (year 6) in Swedish
elite schools and their perceptions of assessment. The pupils are in an
environment radiating exclusiveness and achievement through
tradition, the physical environment and social contexts. The study is
based on qualitative interviews in which the pupils were asked about
their vision of the future and the importance of good school results.
The pupils recount extensive preparation for the tests, which technically
have no bearing, something which testifies to the importance attached
to high grades even though they play no role in the pupils’ future
careers. But the pupils translate the ‘artefacts’ tests and grades into a
resource supporting their long-term performance and future access to
attractive degree programmes.
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Kim: ‘But when you are in like year six or seven or eight, you cannot think the whole time, but I still have two
years left, or I still have a year, but you still have to, if you are not satisfied, you still have to tackle it and improve
it’. (School H)

Thea: ‘Yes, and I think it’s good that there are national tests, and it feels as if I work harder during lessons and so
because I know there will be a test and in this way I think it is good, but still, it is stressing that there are so many
tests and things, so I feel there should be one or two tests in each subject’. (School H)

Introduction

Thea is in year six at a Swedish school with high-achieving pupils and she talks about how she plans
her future and the role played by grades in these plans. She expresses awareness about her own role
and what she herself must achieve to attain certain goals, while her classmate Kim reasons about
how she has to ‘work harder’, because of the tests. Kim and Thea are 13 years old. Their narratives
may be related to an overall change in society and education, which places increasingly more
emphasis on ‘performance’ at school (Ball et al. 2012). Nations, municipalities, schools, and not
least pupils are now expected to deliver measurable results in the form of standards, which also
facilitate comparison between pupils and nations (Biesta 2010). As a result of this direction in
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education policy-making, achievement in itself is constantly stressed, instead of the development of
other aspects of the schools’ mandate.

The pupils’ reasoning clearly illustrates how the dominant culture of achievement has reached the
schools and their everyday schooling. During the spring semester, the pupils quoted at the begin-
ning of this text had to ‘perform’ in five national tests, and they were recently graded for the first
time.

This article reports on a sub study, which is part of a major research project on pupils’ views of
assessment. The sub study is based on a selection of 25 pupils in two Swedish elite schools
where expectations of achievement, meritocracy and future success prevail by tradition. The
pupils are under pressure to perform from both their social and school contexts, which reward
and expect successful achievement in school as well as in life.

This text has a focus on pupils’ experience of assessment and achievement. The analysis concen-
trates on the pupils’ view of themselves in a context in which they are expected to be productive
subjects who take responsibility for their own development and future (Allan and Charles 2014).

More specifically the aim of the article is to study pupils’ perceptions of assessment in relation to
their thoughts on their future achievements. The pupils’ stories are related to their particular school
setting. To get a better understanding of the pupils’ perspectives, their experiences are related to
three contexts: history of education, education reform centring on performance, and the elite
school setting.

In the following, the historical education context, the Swedish reform context, the theoretical
frame of the study, and an account of the distinguishing features of elite schools are first presented,
and then methods and results. The article ends with conclusions and discussion.

Educational history context

The pupils and their schools in this study are part of the changeable Swedish national context, which
has traditionally striven to harmonise and make compulsory education uniform, particularly during
the period 1940–1990. Equality and democracy have long been the foundation of Swedish edu-
cational policy, as for example, manifest in the school reform of the 1960s, when the parallel
system of primary schools [ folkskola] for ‘farmers and workers’ and grammar schools [läroverk] for
the upper and middle classes was replaced by a combined compulsory school. At the time,
schools were seen as one of the decisive social institutions for dismantling the class system.
School reforms targeted grammar schools, which with their frequently imposing buildings,
lecture-based teaching and matriculation became some of the most overt symbols of both the
class system and outdated education politics (SOU 1948:27; Sandgren 2015). After the 1960s, all
pupils, irrespective of their backgrounds, had to attend the same school system. This was achieved
through both joint curricula for all pupils, as well as common, often newly built, schools. During the
1990s, the Swedish school system became more market-oriented. In retrospect, the clear elements
of marketisation, differentiation and choice have led to questioning whether foundational equality
still exists (Ball 2016; Börjesson 2016).

Reforms for raising national educational standards

According to many politicians, researchers and policy actors, Sweden had, for many years, experi-
enced problems regarding school organisation and cognitive approach. Leading politicians,
mostly right-wing, also claimed that the system, introduced in the early 1960s, focused too much
on citizen education, rather than on knowledge and facts (Samuelsson 2017). The perceived loss
in terms of knowledge and facts was seen as indicating ‘a nation in crisis’. Pupil achievement thus
became a part of a nation’s historical decline (see e.g. Enkvist 2016).

In 2006, a series of school reforms was introduced in Sweden, which can be seen as a response to
the perceived problems in school. Grading was introduced earlier, in year 6 instead of year 8. The
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previously implemented standard-based system was reinforced by the introduction of core content
in the syllabus. National tests in new subjects, including History, were also introduced.

What effects did the investigations and proposals that preceded the implementation of the 2011
curriculum envisage? The intention was, to put it bluntly, that pupils should ‘shape up’; in other
words, that the new demands would lead to increased will to improve (Proposition 2008/09:87;
‘Det är mer på allvar nu’ [‘This is getting serious’] 2016).1

Performing and differentiating in high-achieving schools: theoretical assumptions

The analysis of pupils’ attitudes to assessment rests theoretically above all on Ball’s (e.g. 2003) the-
ories of assessment and ‘the pressure to perform’. Ball also contributes concepts and perspectives
enabling the linking of general changes in society to a classroom situation by providing theoretical
tools and concepts that facilitate analysing how politicians try to implement their policies.

Ball discusses how politicians try to control schools by implementing different reforms with the
central aim ofmaking things happen, i.e. to put policy into practice. According to Ball and others, there
is a type of delivery chain beginning with the governing politicians and ending with pupils. Located
between these ends are, for example, national bureaucrats, test designers from universities, public
and private stakeholders and their bureaucrats, and finally teachers and pupils. Supported by edu-
cation laws, curricula, standards, assessment criteria and national tests, performance results are
noted higher up in the chain, where they are analysed and checked, thus leading to a ‘pressure
to perform’ (Ball et al. 2012, 3; Biesta 2010).

In sum, performance can be described as a form of technology and culture regulating, controlling
and comparing the materialisation of the policy in terms of ‘numbers’ and ‘artefacts’, such as grades
and national tests. In this article, this means that the analysis centres on national tests and assess-
ment, which are part the materialisation of the policy, and the pupils’ experiences are indications
of how the reform is construed in practice.

Nations, cities, schools, teachers and not least pupils are under pressure to perform. Achieve-
ments are also rewarded symbolically and materially. Nations (or even continents) are viewed in
terms of success, governments and parties as representatives of good or bad school policies depend-
ing on school achievement, and schools are assessed based on pupils’ performance. Their perform-
ance becomes a part of a national narrative (Ball 2003). However, test results also offer individuals
concrete material rewards in the form of access to the next step in the education system, and
often scholarships. Grades can also ascribe symbolic value to pupils as ‘a good or a bad pupil’.

Generally speaking, elite schools have a strong focus on achievement. Pupils have to demonstrate
self-discipline, entrepreneurship and results. Allan and Charles (2014), for example, give an account
of how elite school pupils early grasp the importance of selling themselves and building their CVs in
the article ‘Cosmo girls: configurations of class and femininity in elite educational settings’. The
authors see this as a typical trend in a world of globalisations and new liberal values.

The family also becomes important for helping the children to perform well, thus reproducing
and strengthening its social position. The family must play its part in the ‘Game the system’, navigat-
ing in the education market to access the most exclusive schools at all stages, which is a way of
strengthening the children’s personal portfolio (Weis, Cipollone, and Jenkins 2014; Börjesson
2016; Kenway and Koh 2015).

The school context contributes to a deeper understanding of the pupils’ lines of thought on
assessment and their future plans, whi ch are central parts of the study (Ball 2003, 2015; Allan
and Charles 2014).

Some characteristic elite school features

Selection to elite schools is central. International research shows that the recruitment process varies.
The system is primarily based on different forms of capital – social, economic or cultural. Gaining
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admission to an elite school usually requires some sort of capital, since exclusivity for the few
demands exclusion of the many (Börjesson 2016).

In Ireland, for example, pecuniary capital and social networks are essential for elite schools (Cour-
tois 2015). Even if fees are generally higher at elite schools, English schools have actively strived to
broaden the admission and given priority to pupil performance. Meritocratic principles are thus
applied. In Sweden there are three boarding schools permitted to charge school fees and these
are the most exclusive schools in Sweden (Courtois 2015; Sandgren 2015).

Alumni and global contacts
The emphasis given to alumni and/or international contacts characterise elite schools. Another
characteristic feature is that the schools directly and indirectly suggest that flexible citizens, effort-
lessly mobile across borders, are produced here (Maxwell and Aggleton 2016a; Ball 2016; Courtois
2015; Weis, Cipollone, and Jenkins 2014; Weis 2014).

Traditions
Historical narratives and traditions are central to elite schools. Many schools actively employ histori-
cal symbols to strengthen the brand (Olins 2002). Rizvi (2014) and Maxwell and Aggleton (2016b)
shows how elite schools use historical symbols and traditions to reinforce the school profile. The
use of history serves several functions, for example, creating a form of ‘self localisation’ in time
and space, by pointing to a school community with long historical roots. Also, aspects of spatiality
can be treated in the writing of history. Relationships with other schools and/or geographic space are
established. Creating a history is a kind of ‘Invented traditions’ (Hobsbawn 2002; Berger and Conrad
2015), as many elite schools in Sweden are relatively new compared with other schools in the
country (Sandgren 2015).

Swedish schools are no exceptions to the use of tradition and history; these are important aspects
in their public communication. The private school Carlsson, for instance, uses the key words, ‘Tra-
dition, future and knowledge’ in combination with the year 1871 to strengthen the historical
roots and the German school highlights its 400-year existence in the marketing.2

Also, the school foundation Viktor Rydberg,3 whose schools can be regarded as elite schools, uses
the past in marketing the brand. The foundation was established as recently as 1994 and the histori-
cal links are frequently used in its external communication. It is, for instance, emphasised that one of
the schools in the Stockholm district Vasastan is located in ‘Heimdall block’,4 while the upper second-
ary school at Odenplan, according to the group’s homepage, is in a ‘cultural historical building’
erected in 1885 and another is ‘in a building inaugurated in 1931’. The school comprises two
main buildings with temple facades and monumental entrances.5 The Victor Rydberg foundation
seems deliberately to choose symbols that are associated with a period in the history of Swedish
education, which was marked by parallel school systems and differentiation, or possibly to allude
to the British boarding-school tradition. These are only a few examples of how schools in Sweden
use symbols and history to present themselves as exclusive elite schools. The challenge facing
these schools is both to attract the most capable pupils and to maintain exclusiveness. In this
study, none of the schools above are represented, but, as we shall see, the schools included share
some of the characteristic features described.

Method and analysis

This article is based on material from a larger research project studying national testing and grading
policies in year six. The project focuses on pupils’ experiences of and views on assessment in social
studies and science subjects. In Sweden, pupils are tested in Swedish, English and Mathematics
during the spring term of year 6. Pupils were also tested in one of the science and technology sub-
jects (Biology, Physics, or Chemistry) and in one of the social studies subjects (History, Geography,
Civics, or Religion). In 2015, the national tests in these subjects were abolished.
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The year 6 pupils participating in the study were thus at the end of their upper primary schooling.
They had studied according to the new syllabi since 2011, and had just, as mentioned above, com-
pleted a national test and/or received information about their grades.

The interviews on which this article rests concerned the pupils’ views on assessment. The ques-
tions on grading involved the criteria used to award grades in History and Religion and what it would
take to get a higher grade. Pupils were also asked about their perspectives on knowledge. The study
was carried out through a stimulated recall method. In the research project, pupils were interviewed
immediately after carrying out the national tests in History and Religion. During the interview, pupils
had the test in front of them, and they were asked to reflect on how they solved the questions and
whether they felt they had been given the chance to demonstrate their knowledge.

The pupils were also interviewed in connection with the grading process for the whole course.
This was done approximately three months after the first interview (which centred on the tests).
The interviews were recorded and transcribed, and the pupils are anonymised in the article.
Eleven pupils divided into three groups participated from a traditional school (henceforth School
T), and 14 pupils were divided into four groups from a humanities school (henceforth School H).
The naming was made to indicate the school profile and character. School T follows the standard
Swedish curriculum regarding content and instruction, while School H has a humanities and artistic
profile (more details provided further on).

As mentioned, the whole project included pupils from a number of school environments. The
entire project included 11 different schools in both small and large cities. The schools had
different characteristics. A total of 298 students were interviewed. This study is based on two of
the schools. The selection was based on grade statistics and on the character of the school. Material
for the part relating to the schools’ selection principles and presentations were accessed at public
authorities and the schools’ homepages. The schools chosen were elite schools meeting most of
the criteria for this classification as described above (Börjesson 2016; Courtois 2015; Rizvi 2014).
The criteria used were the following: meritocratic admission principles, admission requirements
involving economic, social or cultural capital, and previous good grades. In addition, a general
trait among the schools chosen was the deliberate use of traditions and historical symbols to
create the image of a school with long-standing tradition. It is to be noted, though, that the
schools studied are not boarding schools, charge no fees, and are publicly funded like any school
in Sweden.

The name of the schools and other information that can disclose participants’ identity have been
anonymised.

Initially, an analysis was made regarding the themes in the pupils’ answers, which were tested and
discussed in relation to previous research on ‘performing’ (Ball et al. 2012) and pupils’ strategies for
succeeding in life (Allan and Charles 2014). Performing refers to test results and grade achievements,
that is, good results in terms of the tools the government has to improve results.

In certain cases, a recategorisation of the first reading was made. Initially, I searched for themes in
the pupils’ accounts of their performance and how they linked the strategies to their own develop-
ment. Differently identified themes were illustrated with representative examples. The responses dis-
cerned were all linked to questions encouraging pupils to talk about assessment and the role of
grades for their future.

My interpretative approach was similar to a reflecting interpretative approach (Alvesson and
Sköldberg 2009), which means that I had not decided on specific categories in advance. Instead,
the interpretative process was characterised by encountering the empirical material with an open
mind supported by theory and previous research. Different categories and themes were tested
and retested after rereading the data and theory. Maxwell and Aggleton (2016b) emphasise the
importance of understanding the elite school phenomenon in an historical and contemporary
setting. In the concluding section, the pupils’ comments are related to a bigger picture. The inter-
pretative process also allowed me to relate their comments to societal and historical contexts,
which is in keeping with the iterative interpretative process.
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The approach to the analysis was mainly qualitative and I sought to identify variations as well as
common features in the accounts (Larsson 2009). The statements were also related to theoretical
perspectives and previous research, which means that the article has the ambition to make theoreti-
cal generalisations (Yin 2014).

Results

The pupils’ schools are first described, followed by the analysis of the pupils’ views.

School context

School T had top performance ratings in the latest Swedish and Mathematics national tests
and had the highest average score of all city schools in 2014/2015. Also, School H had top
ratings but slightly below School T.6 The school announces its achievements on its Facebook
page.7

Both schools are centrally situated in attractive city surroundings.8 School T is in a rela-
tively modern building in an exclusive part of the city, in which the absolute top-level
people in the Swedish economic, social and cultural sectors reside. School H is in an older
building centrally located in beautiful surroundings. To gain admission to School H, pupils
have to compete with pupils from the whole of Sweden by taking an entrance test. The
school also allows pupils from the whole world to take the test. The meritocratic principle
is thus applied, and there is no geographic catchment area. In practice, however, it is more
or less a requirement for admission to School T to live in its exclusive district. The reason
for this is that the school also runs a preschool, which means that the children are enrolled
in the school at an early age.

History and tradition

School T was founded in the early 1990s and efforts are made to emphasise history in various
ways. The name of the school alludes to a well-known event in Swedish history. A traditional
church interior is used as the main visual image in the school’s external communication. There
are also pictures of the adjacent park with clear historical links. Retired people in the vicinity
are invited to talk about what it used to be like in the part of the city where the school is situ-
ated.9 Surroundings, the use of names and history narration are strategies used to accentuate
history.

The first visual image meeting visitors to the School H’s homepage is pupils in an eighteenth
century hall, rich in traditions in terms of the school’s profile, and the school name refers to
Swedish historical traditions dating back to the 12th century. As can be seen, the students’ physical
context is loaded with historical symbols.

Alumni and international connections

School H’s homepage displays its international contacts and partners, as well as former students’ suc-
cessful appointments in the world. New York, St Petersburg and Brussels are examples of their
current places of work.10 Also School T emphasises international contacts and several cooperation
projects as well as the importance of international solidarity.11

To a great extent, the pupils are a part of the school’s narrative of high achievement and exclu-
siveness, and their performance is also measured based on their participation in international
contexts.
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Pupils’ perspectives on performance and assessment

Performing with the help of preparation and parents
For six months the pupils in the study have encountered the ‘artefacts’ expected to implement
national policy in schools. The national tests and grades are the most explicit means of ‘putting
policy into practice’ (Ball et al. 2012). In addition, pupils encounter local interpretations of the
policy before taking the tests. Different local exercise material (e.g. books and study questions)
and national artefacts like previous national tests are used in the classroom long before the sched-
uled tests. The national policy thus takes the route via the pupils’ private spheres as they do their
homework. Conversations with parents about grades and tests are also frequent, and can involve
general questions on how they are doing and specific help doing the homework and studying for
tests:

Lars: My mother usually asks me a question about things, about history and then I give an answer. If I don’t give
the correct answer, I have to read about in the book again and that’s rather annoying. (School T)

*

Iris: Mm.

Interviewer: Okay. Did you talk to your parents at all about the tests?

Iris: Yes, quite a lot, and my parents have helped me a bit to study and…

Malin: Mm, me too

Siri: Yes. (School H)

The majority of the pupils said that they put in a lot of work preparing for a test, usually several
weeks in advance.

Interviewer: Howmuch time do you think, roughly, that you put on preparing for a test at home in religion every
day?

Iris: Every evening. I did that at least…

Siri: Well, I, well not a lot, because I felt that we did a lot in school and I was pretty confident, but still I checked a
few things every evening.

Malin: Yes … And we had been given films to watch, so I watched them and then I studied with some help too,
like… Perhaps two and a half hours, mostly in the week before the test…

Siri: Yes, a week before the test I started.

Pia: Exactly. And then perhaps half an hour every evening.

Ines: You know, I studied a lot really (inaudible ca 08:38), but I started now, when we heard about the religion
thing, that it would be on religion, then we started in school and then perhaps the week before I started to study
every evening (School H).

The policy is also implemented in school before the test. The majority of the pupils testified to
extensive preparation by means of exercises and previous tests. This can start in the preceding term:

Interviewer: I see. Did you prepare during the autumn term then?

Malin: Yes, we did, so we knew roughly what it would be like. (School H)

The intensive phase is thus from the day the agency for education announces the subjects to be
tested and the date. This is when the preparation starts, and pupils encounter the policy in the form
of previous tests and exercises. Teachers reschedule and redirect the focus of lessons in the two
weeks before the test.

Interviewer: Yes, yes. What did you do, did you get test to practise on or something similar?

Elemer: Yes, we got old test.
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Hans: It has also been like this that some weeks we have no homework and in others, we get a bombshell of
homework. So, that’s tough. (School T)

*

Interviewer: Yes. Did you notice a change in the science teaching after that then or did you focus more on… ?

Malin: Yes, or we had just started chemistry, I think. Hadn’t we?

Pia: Yes, we had.

Malin: But then we were on physics again and picked up chemistry after the test.

Pia: and then we skipped maths, just like that. (School H)

These schools implement policy in various ways through a seemingly drawn out process in time
and space in the course of which pupils have opportunities to prepare for the test. Parents and
schools cooperate with the pupils to put ‘policy into practice’. For the schools the extensive prep-
aration for the tests is a way to improve the school results, which is an aspect that they choose to
highlight in various contexts.

Grades are not important now but later: long-term strategies
Grades and national tests in year six have no formal meaning in the Swedish system in terms
of selection and admission to further studies, and pupils know this. Three years later,
however, grades are important for admission to prestigious upper secondary schools in the
inner city.

The pupils see the policy implementation (tests and grades) as a form of resources for their devel-
opment, not least for later grades in the school system. Performance in grade 6 can be used in the
analysis of ‘how good they are’. They know how to ‘game the system’ (Weis, Cipollone, and Jenkins
2014; Kenway and Koh 2015).

Grades and tests for the pupils are tools to plan and create the opportunity to compete for good
schools long-term. The basis for top-level performance in year 9 is founded in year 6. Below, the
pupils discuss the importance of grades and tests in years 6 and 9:

Interviewer: Mmm. How is it important? That is, what do you want? Do you want to be admitted somewhere?

Berit: Well, yes, we want to get into upper secondary education, you know.

Caroline: You want to get them, you know, the good grades so you can do what you like. If you change your
mind – not wanting to be a dancer when you are in year 9, you want to have it, you want good grades so you can
do what you like. So, it’s good to start having them. So you don’t have to work so hard. So you don’t need to
work so hard to get better grades. (School H)

[—]

Selma: Yes, or, like, I think the same as the others have said that I sort of felt that I don’t really that this doesn’t
matter that much, but still you,… I feel that I can’t settle for very low grades because then it’s hard to get better
grades in year 9, so you still feel that you have to perform well. (School H)

*

Anton: No, but I think so because even if we don’t, you know, even if the the grade in year 6 doesn’t matter all
that much, because national tests are fairly important, you know, they are, the tests are a big part of our grades,
and … Yes, so, but … Even if it’s year 6 and it doesn’t matter so much, it plays a great role in the grade we get,
so. it is quite difficult to get from an E in all subjects, sort of, so it’s difficult to get a good, really good grade in
year 9, you know, because that is quite difficult. (School T).

Pupils have a general understanding of the system. They understand that grades and tests in year
6 technically speaking are unimportant. At the same time, they talk about how they see the policy as
a resource for the future to realise certain goals. In several cases, it involves gaining access to par-
ticularly prestigious educational institutions.
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Caj: You want get into the school you want to go to.

Bea: With the highest grades you can get into any school.

Cissi: Exactly. If you want to have freedom of choice, of getting into the school, the education you want. It
doesn’t matter and it’s not important.

Interviewer: And which school would you like to attend?

Elin: I want to continue performing on stage, and so, so I want to get into Heidenstam [A high status school in the
city], which offers many different programmes.

[—]

Elin: I only know that Heidenstam is an upper secondary school, they offer a… relevant programme for me. And
then you’ll need very high grades to get in.

Interviewer: To get in there?

Elin: I’ll start at Heidenstam’s lower secondary school now.

Bea: Then you’ll know too, see directly how good you are and what you can do. And the competition is great in
everything, so…

Interviewer: Yes, that’s what I thought, why do you need a good grade in maths to dance or… But it’s really the
…

Bea: You need discipline. (School H)

[—]

Jess: For example, this school we are in now, when I was born my mother put me on the waiting-list, so… Some
schools, like Enskilda upper secondary school, you really need to be on the waiting-list, when you are born.
However, at other municipal schools it’s more a question of applying within a certain time period, three
months perhaps. (School T)

Test performance and grade achievement play no technical roles for pupils in year 6, but they will
serve as resources going for the top grades later in the school system.

Performance in year 6 for a successful future beyond
The pupils also have plans for the future beyond lower and secondary education. For them, it is the
future in six years. From family and friends, they have learnt about the importance of high grades in
admission to prestigious university degree programmes:

Interviewer: Do you have siblings who have got grades like that?

Ann: No, not siblings but I have many cousins.

Intervjuare: OK. How did they do then?

Ann: Well, they got into very good universities. They have very high grades. You know, no errors, like. (School T)

[—]

Interviewer: No, no. A certain preparation in that case. OK. Yes, do you think that grades are very important to all
pupils in Sweden?

Criss: No, I don’t think so. It depends, you know… In higher education, I don’t know. If you want to get into Beck-
mans and you don’t have good grade in maths… Beckmans is more … Or let’s say, you have to get into a
school like that [Beckman is a reputable design college in Stockholm].

Calle: Like Handels [Handels is a prestigious third-cycle business school in Stockholm] (School T)

In addition to knowledge of specific education programmes, the pupils also know what kind of
knowledge is highly valued in society. This leads to an awareness of which subjects to study hard
to succeed in the future:
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Interviewer: Would you like to say what you think is most important? The tests, what do you feel that you want to
perform best in?

Alex: Mathematics.

Pehr: Yes, maths.

Alex: I would say that because economy, when you grow up, sort of, then it is, I think at least, that it’s the best
way to earn money if you know mathematics and work in a bank, for instance, and that’s really where you earn
most money, so mathematics is a really important subject, because you can count, count things, you could find
out if you want that kind of a job, and check your statistics in school and so on, and then it’s really good with
mathematics so you can get a job like that.

Philip: Many jobs, I think, require good grades in mathematics. (School T)

Elite school pupils have knowledge of high-status education and what degrees lead to well-paid
jobs. They also understand that prestigious education programmes presuppose high performance in
different subjects.

History, tradition and performance: concluding summary and remarks

The final section includes a short summary of main results, a discussion of the theoretical assump-
tions, the historical education context and previous research related to this study.

Summary of the findings

Elite school pupils, like all pupils, are provided education in a system that has, in the past decades,
transformed from emphasising democratic and equity aspects to emphasising performance and
individuality. Elite school pupils understand that assessment has no formal short-term bearing on
their access to the next level in the education system. However, early high achievement improves
their chances later when marks have a formal ranking function. Elite school pupils envision a
future in exclusive degree programmes leading to status positions in adult life. They are supported
in performing well by parents, siblings and relatives, who are resources as well as models for setting
goals. In addition, the school context itself with alumni, international contacts and not least historical
references of success are resources for performing well.

History, traditions and performance: concluding discussion

The new national school reforms centre on performance. The pupils in this study are in the context of
being pupils in high-achieving elite schools. They are in an environment radiating exclusivity and
achievement through tradition, the physical environment, media and social contexts. In Sweden
the school system is market-oriented, and pupils choose the school they want to attend. Elite
schools, like the two in this study, use a number of historical symbols signalling tradition and
success in their marketing. Buildings, historical ‘story-telling’ and marketing strategies signal and
perform selectiveness (Rizvi 2014). Through such processes a kind of ‘self localisation’ in time and
space are created and the school community can point to long historical roots (Berger and
Conrad 2015). The historical links to tradition can be said to ignore the period in Swedish education
history that started in the 1960s – with a comprehensive school for all pupils. The symbolic historical
references (schools with names evoking Swedish history) and references to a past school system of
selection and exclusiveness have no relation to the idea of comprehensive school. School T and
School H have other counterparts in Swedish schools, as mentioned initially. But there are also inter-
national examples of this. Saltmarsh (2016) shows how schools in Australia, for instance, highlight
specific aspects of history in their presentations of themselves, and that is the English imperial
history.
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The pupils recount extensive preparation for the tests, which technically have no bearing, some-
thing which testifies to the importance attached to high grades even though they play no role in the
pupils’ future career. But the pupils translate the artefacts tests and grades into resources supporting
their long-term performance and future access to attractive degree programmes (Ball 2003). The
artefacts become keys in ‘Gaming the system’ (Weis, Cipollone, and Jenkins 2014). The pupils are
also aware of which subjects and grades carry more weight for success: mathematics and languages
have high status.

Grades and tests are resources for elite school pupils in their long-term path to success through
the school system. The pupils’ results also become part of the schools’ indirect marketing (and repu-
tation) as high achieving schools. Previous research has shown how elite schools actively reproduce
themselves as elite schools, through symbols, traditions and narratives (Kenway and Koh 2015;
Maxwell and Aggleton 2016b; Börjesson 2016). As we have seen, the pupils’ performance is part
of this process. The sum of the pupils’ results is presented as a grade average, and the individual
results are thus directly or indirectly part of the school marketing and part of its marketisation.
One of the schools announces that it is ‘best in town’ in terms of high grades.

No general statistical conclusions can be drawn about the relevance of results, but it is possible do
make theoretical generalisations in this type of study (see Yin 2014). The results are in line with Ball’s
theories on performance and the political ambition to put pressure on pupils and schools through
more focus on knowledge outcomes. For the pupils, results are a way of gaining admission to attrac-
tive schools and maintaining their social position. For the schools, the pupils’ results are a competi-
tive factor in attracting high-achieving pupils and reinforce their position as exclusive schools.

A significant difference in the elite school pupils’ narratives compared with other school environ-
ments is that the elite school pupils have resources (e.g. parents and relatives), which means that
they can transform the performance pressure into results that will be useful in the future. Pupils
in other contexts also talk about preparation and being pressured to perform but they lack the strat-
egies to transform this into high-achieving performance.

The challenge for schools and teachers in a performance context is to balance the focus on knowl-
edge with other important school mandates such as core values. A further challenge is to prevent the
performance expectations to hit the very young pupils, who should be protected from pressure in
school. The pupils in this case study attended elite schools, but performance pressure is part of
other school environments too.

To conclude, we can refer again to Biesta’s (2010) observation that Nations, municipalities,
schools, and not least pupils are now expected to deliver measurable results in the form of standards,
which also facilitate comparison between pupils and nations. The pupils’ achievements are used in
marketing the schools, but the pupils’ results, aggregated to the national level, are also part of the
nation’s performance result, and part of national history, a writing of history involving a major per-
ception of education in decline (see e.g. Enkvist 2016). Improved school results and improved results
on international tests are now assumed to restore the nation’s place among the leading nations (cf.
Berger and Conrad 2015).

Notes

1. Subsequent to the collection of the empirical material, the mandatory national tests were abolished. Instead,
there are now optional support tools for assessing pupils’ knowledge, which, albeit less regulated, still function
as a way for the state ‘to make things happen in schools’. The previous mandatory tests are also available and
can still be used by the teachers.

2. http://tyskaskolan.se/sv/tyska-skolan/400-ars-jubileum/ [German School: 400th anniversary].
3. Viktor Rydberg was a nineteenth-century Swedish poet and cultural celebrity. Periodically, he was a resident in

the exclusive district of Djursholm, where one of the foundation’s schools is located.
4. Heimdall is a figure in Nordic mythology and the guardian of the god’s residence Asgård.
5. https://vrskolor.se/alla-skolor/vrs-vasastan/; https://vrskolor.se/alla-skolor/vrs-vasastan/; https://vrskolor.se/alla-

skolor/vrg-jarlaplan/.
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6. http://siris.skolverket.se/siris/.
7. ‘Highest marks in grade 9 in town 2015/2016. CONGRATULATIONS!’ (Accessed from the school homepage on 20

October 2016).
8. Note that minor rewrites have been made regarding the schools’ locations for anonymity reasons. The links to

the schools’ websites have also been masked.
9. http://www.XXX /film; http://www.XXX.se/skolan/.

10. http://XXX.se/.
11. http://www.XXXX.se/skolan/Internationella_kontakter. Gränslösa perspektiv [Global perspectives].
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