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The discursive production of misbehaviour in professional literature 

Bad student behaviour is argued to be one of the major challenges for schools 

today. In response to the challenge, there is a strong body of literature aiming at 

fixing student behaviour. In this paper, we look into professional knowledge 

discourses regarding “bad student behaviour,” focusing on one national context, 

Finland, to explore how disturbing behaviour is discursively established in the 

professional literature for teachers seeking help with challenging student incidents. 

We analyse expert sources that are readily available for Finnish teachers (n = 19), 

looking at what fields of science are represented, whose voice is represented, how 

the problem is defined, and where it is located. We conclude that the professional 

discourse about disturbing behaviour in Finland places the problem on the 

individual child or family while also silencing the individuals in question and 

portraying them as deficient. Furthermore, the sources produce a decontextualised 

notion of behaviour and describe it as either acceptable or unacceptable, 

completely overlooking any societal, historical or cultural aspects of behaviour or 

other mitigating circumstances. The findings resonate with research findings from 

other international contexts. 

Keywords: student behaviour, discourse, Finland, professional literature, 

challenging behaviour 

Introduction 

The bad behaviour of students has taken centre stage in education. It is repeatedly said to 

be among the biggest challenges currently facing the educational system as a whole 

(Carter, et al., 2008; McKenna & Flower, 2014; Närhi et al., 2015; Shaughnessy, 2012), 

and numerous studies and programmes are being carried out internationally to “solve the 

problem”. There is a massive body of interventions, models, methods, management 

strategies, implementation programmes, tools, steps, tips, guidelines and school-level 
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policies on offer internationally.1 At the same time, it has been argued by a smaller body 

of research that the notion of bad behaviour (or any of its synonyms) is far from 

uncontested, and it is therefore also not self-evident what problem we are trying to solve 

(see, for example, Lanas & Brunila, 2019; Millei et al., 2010; OFSTED, 2005). 

 

This lack of definitional agreement in relation to the phenomenon appears in research as 

well as in educational practice. A literature review shows that several terms (e.g. 

disturbing, bad, challenging, problem, problematic, mis-, disruptive) are used in a rather 

common-sense and overlapping manner to refer to a wide variety of issues. To name a 

few, these issues may be anything from “talking out of turn” (Crawshaw, 2015; Infantino 

& Little, 2005) or “non-attention” (Shen et al., 2009) to stealing, vandalism, violence 

(Dishion et al., 2010; Vieno et al., 2011), or silence, talkativeness, family background, 

representations considered masculine or feminine, expressions of subcultural identities, 

(lack of appropriate) emotional representations, or even handwriting (Koskela & Lanas, 

2016; Laws & Davies, 2000; MacLure et al., 2012; Youdell, 2003). Similarly, the notion 

of bad behaviour is indeterminate in school practices as well; behavioural expectations 

have consistently been found to differ between schools, between classrooms, from one 

situation to another within classrooms, between the classroom and the playground, and 

between different students (Ball, 1981; Becker, 1952; Cicourel & Kitsuse, 1963; Hempel‐
Jorgensen, 2009; Koskela & Lanas, 2016; Koskela & Vehkalahti, 2016; Laws & Davies, 

2000; MacLure et al., 2012). 

 

In this paper, we are interested in the contested conceptual terrain of bad behaviour (and 

its synonyms). Instead of trying to solve the lack clarity and consensus by defining the 

phenomenon once and for all, we want to study the discursive terrain: We take a discourse 

analytic view and explore what or who becomes described as disturbing/disturbing-

/problematic/bad/mis-, and what some of the implications of that discursive positioning 

are. Discourses are understood here as bodies of ideas and practices that emerge within, 

produce power relations in, and take part in producing social reality, setting boundaries 

around what can be said, thought, felt, and done (Foucault, 1980). Discourses become 

produced in multiple ways across spheres of social or professional life, for example, in 

everyday practices, spoken language, media, institutions, and literature (Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987). They constitute the conditions of possibility for talking about 

phenomena such as student “behaviour”. Thus, conceptualising “disturbing behaviour” 

(and its synonyms) as discursive entails understanding that it is never merely a neutral 

description of something; it produces a particular reality with certain effects (Millei & 

Petersen, 2015). 

 

In the study at hand, we will look into the professional literature regarding disturbing 

behaviour. We want to enable practising teachers, including ourselves, to ask questions 

such as what sense does this literature, which is written to address the likes of me, help 

me make of student being and behaviour? What ideas does it ask me to take for granted, 

 

1 For example, see Nahgahgwon et al., 2010; Sørlie & Ogden, 2007; Reglin et al., 2012; McKenna & 

Flower, 2014; Scarpaci, 2007, Emmer & Stough, 2001; Hester et al., 2009; Lewis et al., 2005; Sun, 2015, 

Wheatley et al., 2009; Fairbanks et al., 2007; Haydon & Musti-Rao, 2011; Jeffrey et al., 2009; Ratcliff et 

al., 2010, Anguiano, 2001; Barbetta et al., 2005; Brainard, 2001, Gordon, 2001; Bennett, 2006; Lake, 

2004; Wadesango, 2013. 
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and what terminology does it offer for me to speak the phenomenon into existence? What 

is this resource asking me to feel, be or do? We will begin by explicating the problem we 

are trying to address, suggesting with existing research that the discourse of bad behaviour 

disconnects complex challenges from their contexts and places them on individual 

students in a quite simplified manner, ultimately portraying these individuals as deficient 

in various ways After that, we will analyse the literature on disturbing behaviour in one 

context, Finland. We will look at how the problem is defined and framed in the sources 

accessible to Finnish teachers and then showcase how individualisation operates in such 

literature, while the individuals themselves (children and youth) are silenced. The detailed 

analysis focuses on one context (Finland), but it is nested in an extensive reading of 

international research on disturbing behaviour. 

 

 

Discourse of bad behaviour in education 

In education, discourses of challenging behaviour are powerful in directing the sense-

making of situations with students (Lanas & Brunila, 2019). There is a substantial body 

of educational research committed to identifying the individual students responsible for 

misbehaviours, for example, through various diagnostic tools aimed at solving the 

problem by fixing these individuals (e.g. Axup & Gersch, 2008; Esin et al., 2015; Hart & 

DiPerna, 2017). While such research undoubtedly produces a sense that something can 

be done, many authors bring up the ethical issues related to attributing the problem to 

individual students. As Hoffman (2009, p. 547) summarises, 

When the focus is on what is “wrong” with the individual child and what can be done 

to change the child, attention is directed away from the equally if not more critical 

aspects of what can be done to change the social contexts and cultural systems in 

which the child is a participant—those that highlight deficiencies and make them 

significant in the first place. 

Allen and Harwood (2016) argue that this form of individualisation produces a 

professional discourse in which the cultural, historical, political and social aspects of 

behaviour and its conceptualisations may be ignored; culturally embedded differences 

may be misinterpreted as “individual challenges”; emotions may be abstracted from their 

social and political contexts and simply evaluated in terms of “appropriateness”, and 

particular students may become pathologised. Similarly, Gillies (2011, p. 201) states, 

Pupils who dissent from sanctioned models of expression are marked out as 

personally lacking and are removed from mainstream classrooms to receive 
therapeutically styled interventions. As has been demonstrated, such deficit models 

fail to capture the considerably more complex and socially connected reality behind 

acting out in the classroom. 

While the notion of “appropriate behaviour” may appear to be a neutral and common-

sense descriptor, it is saturated with power relations where those embodying dominant 

discourses have the power to define and discipline (Maclure et al., 2012). School tends to 

represent the dominant discourses in a society (often some version of White middle-class 

heteronormativity), and students presenting allegiances to more marginal discourses may 

consequently be perceived as challenging dominant understandings. Almost any action 
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or conduct can be inscribed as disturbing if it suggests the wrong allegiances, as Lanas’s 

and Youdell’s studies show. 

 

In her research, Youdell (2003) argued that in Britain, “at the level of the institution, 

discursive practices of Black youth/street culture [such as their way of walking] are tacitly 

mediated through discourses that constitute these practices as inherently challenging to 

the school’s (or individual teacher’s) authority and, by extension, the broader White 

hegemony” (p. 15). Lanas made a similar observation in her research (2011) conducted 

in a reindeer herding village school in Finnish Lapland. In the village school, mashing 

potatoes with a fork prior to eating them was forbidden as an uncivilised northern custom. 

Instead, students were to cut potatoes with a fork and a knife, and any students mashing 

their potatoes were interpreted as misbehaving: They were seen to question their need to 

be civilised and thus to challenge the authority of the teacher and the southern hegemony 

in determining values such as “good behaviour” and a “good life” for villagers. 

Interestingly, mashing potatoes is not forbidden or even viewed negatively in southern 

cities. In this way, although disturbing behaviour in school is commonly associated with 

a student’s lack of social skills and lack of engagement, it may also just be considered at 

times to be a wilful allegiance with the “wrong” communities and their “wrong” practices. 

 

Ignoring such sociopolitical matters, individualisation directs the attention of researchers, 

policy-makers and teachers—and even the students and their families—away from the 

cultural and historical contexts of student behaviour and replaces these with a 

decontextualised fixation on norms and standards in a manner that leads to 

pathologisation of those who do not conform to these. In contrast, the actions of the youth 

(walking, eating potatoes) in the above examples could be engaged with as an opportunity 

to discuss differences in cultural practices and norms, for a co-exploration of power 

relations, and as an invitation for students to participate in defining acceptable practices 

at school. The impetus here is not to fix the deficient individual in relation to some 

ostensible universal norm. Accordingly, if the students’ actions are engaged with outside 

the impetus to pathologise and fix, then their actions can be read radically differently. 

Lanas, for example, found that the perceived student misbehaviour in the northern 

reindeer village school was motivated by student efforts to stand up for their culture and 

explore and find balances between the diverse social codes of school and local culture, as 

well as frustration brought on by these efforts. Gillies (2011, p. 201) made similar 

readings in her study, where students emphasised “a strong sense of social belonging, 

displaying allegiances to (amongst other things) their ethnic groups, neighbourhood, 

schools.” Gillies argued that the perceived bad behaviour may be not so much a “lack of 

engagement” as engaging with several mutually conflicting discourses and ways of life. 

Thus, the “disturbance” may not be deliberate and might occur through multiple 

seemingly mundane incidents that not only disturb the silent hegemony of the dominant 

discourses but also might make such a hegemony momentarily visible. This can be 

experienced as quite disturbing to those who identify with these dominant discourses, and 

thereby, the behaviour that led to the unmasking becomes branded as a disturbing 

behaviour. 

 

Focusing on the professional literature on bad behaviour in Finland 
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To further explore how students’ behaviours (actions, ways of being) are made sense of 

in contemporary educational contexts, in this study, we focussed on the professional 

literature available for Finnish reading teachers. Through an investigation of this literature 

in one national context, the aim is to illuminate some of the discursive repertoires 

pervading professionally validated knowledge about children and youth at school. We 

are, first and foremost, interested in how these resources help teachers make sense of 

situations and, as a consequence, help them determine the best course of action in their 

practice; however, we are also curious about the extent to which the critical research 

literature in the field (some of which we have referenced above) has made a significant 

impact on these resources. 

 

The Finnish context makes for an interesting case study in various ways. Following 

successive high-ranking placements on PISA lists (OECD, 2019), it has in various ways 

been positioned as the best educational system in the world, and there has been significant 

interest in determining the causes for this success. Amongst various factors, the teachers’ 

level of education, the requirements for admission to a teaching degree programme, and 

their level of professional autonomy have been put forward as key factors (e.g. 

Hammerness et al., 2017). Teachers are nationally respected and viewed as professional 

experts, free to develop their own practices and responses to challenges with the help of 

up-to-date research. All the usual means of controlling teachers that are seen 

internationally are not used here: there are no inspectorates, standardised tests, obligatory 

diaries or materials. There are also no official programmes, guidelines or standard 

practices for managing student behaviour. Instead, teachers are considered autonomous 

professionals capable of accessing relevant resources, on which they are expected to base 

their pedagogical decision-making. Therefore, it is pertinent to investigate the resources 

that are available for them to enhance their practice, including the professional literature. 

In this particular study, we will not be able to say how Finnish teachers make sense of 

and work with this literature; we will merely offer a reading of the discourses that are 

being made available to them. As mentioned earlier, an important aim for us is to enable 

critical conversations about current expert knowledge concerning student (mis)behaviour. 

 

 

Constructing an archive 

For this study, we considered what a Finnish reading teacher encountering challenges in 

his or her classroom might do to figure out how to best proceed. Of course, it is likely 

that he or she would talk to colleagues, particularly experienced colleagues, and other 

school-appointed advisers. He or she might also seek out professional development 

opportunities, peruse the internet, revisit materials used during their teacher education, 

and so on. Further, given the expectations that follow from holding a higher academic 

degree, we also considered that a teacher might look to research and other published 

academic literature. Going on from there, we decided to construct what we call an archive 

of Finnish professional literature about disturbing behaviours of students. 

Following Thiem (2014), we here understand an archive as “not an institution with a 

physical existence” or anything with clear boundaries. Archives, according to Thiem, 

need not contain coherent wholes. Rather, an archive bears down on individuals and 

groups as social imagery. It shapes individual bodies, desires, aspirations, fears, hopes, 
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and other affects in relation to the available social registers of representations and 

meanings and becomes coded with implicit normativity and desirability or undesirability. 

In other words, an archive, as it is seen here, is the historical fragments and received 

wisdom shaping the professional mindset. The archive produced in this way is not a 

systematic literature review, which may provide (or give the impression that it provides) 

an understanding of all research that has been published on the issue; neither is it an entire 

shelf in a particular physical library. Rather, the archive we have constructed is a corpus 

of a broad selection of authoritative sources legitimated by being released by publishing 

houses, governments and school leaders—meaning they are the type of sources a Finnish 

reading teacher would likely consider professionally credible. 

 

In constructing this archive of credible professional literature, we selected the sources 

that we deemed our imaginary teacher would be likely to access. To do this, we conducted 

online searches with all Finnish terms2 for disturbing behaviour, problem behaviour or 

challenging behaviour. From this set, we selected material using the following criteria: 

(1) Professional: written by authorities and experts and published by an official or 

professional body (thus excluding blogs by teachers, but including a website 

administered by the Ministry of Education). We excluded bachelor’s or M.Ed theses 

as unlikely, although not unthinkable, sources for busy teachers. 

(2) Easily accessible: available in Finnish (although the internet is full of material in 

other languages, some of which many Finnish reading teachers are likely able to 

read); available on the internet or in the library and freely accessible or with a regular 

library card, readable for professionals (e.g. non-researchers). 

(3) Targeted at educators and those who work with children and youth, thus excluding 

books meant only for parents. One of the sources is one city’s official guidelines for 

teachers, and it was included in the material because it was recent, official and 

appeared in online searches outside of the city that had published it. We ruled out 

sources meant primarily for medical, psychological or psychiatric experts. 

(4) Reasonably recent: published within the past 15 years. Two exceptions were 

accepted as a part of the data, specifically, one book published in 2002 and one 

published in 1998, because they are still commonly checked out of the library (many 

copies’ status in the library showed “on loan”). 

Based on the above criteria, we suggest that a practitioner of education (children and 

youth) looking for literature in Finnish on bad behaviour will easily find access to 19 

different, fairly recent, professional sources. An overview is presented in Table 1 (all the 

sources in the archive are listed in full in the references), organised according to publisher, 

type of source, field, and author/year. Each source has a number, which we will refer to 

below. 

Table 1 

 

 

 

2 häiriökäytös, häiritsevä käytös, ongelmakäytös, haastava käytös, and lapsi, nuori 
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In our initial examination, we pursued the following questions: Which fields of science 

were represented? Who were the expert voices? What is stated as the problem? What are 

the reasons for the problem? Where is the problem located? What should be done to solve 

it? What is the child/youth’s position and the adult’s position? 

 

The analytical approach we took thereafter was inductive discourse analysis in that we 

identified key words and phrases in the material and then clustered them together in 

relation to the wider discourses they cited and produced (Whetherell et al., 2001). The 

purpose for this kind of analysis was to make visible the normalised and implicit 

assumptions upheld in the professional literature. The analysis does not presume to make 

claims about individual sources in relation to other publications by the same authors. 

Instead, the purpose is to illuminate the production of discourses of disturbing behaviour. 

 

Discourses of bad behaviour in the literature 

To begin with, the titles of the sources are informative about which discourses are 

operative in constituting “disturbing behaviour”. A few translated examples: 

• Silence the disturber with positivity - research-based knowledge about preventing 

behavioural problems 3 

• Virtue Pedagogy as a method of solving behavioural problems 

• Personal safety in school: predicting and managing dangerous behaviour 

• Facing children’s and youth’s behavioural problems 

• The explosive child: a new approach to understanding and bringing up easily 

frustrated and inflexible children 

• Challenging behaviour of a student and facing it in Jyväskylä’s basic education 

services 

• Facing the psychological problems of a youth 

The archive, when imagined as book covers on a bookshelf, portrays an image of 

problems. The problematic nature of the child/youth in question is taken at face value. A 

more careful look into the contents of the sources shows that the knowledge regarding 

disturbing behaviour in the professional literature is characterised by two elements: On 

the one hand, problems are individualised and societal challenges are overlooked; on the 

other hand, the individuals themselves (children and youth) are silenced in regard to their 

own issues. Below, we will further substantiate these observations. 

Problems are individualised and societal challenges are silenced 

What is striking is that the sources present the problem, its reasons, location and solutions 

in almost unanimous ways. The perceived problem is placed on the individual child/youth 

or their immediate surroundings. The reasons for the problem behaviour become located 

either within the individual young person or in their family background. For example, 

Source 6 lists as reasons inheritance, parenting, peer relations, ADHD, early puberty, lack 

of social skills and parental substance abuse. Similarly, Source 8 states 

 

3 All of the direct translations used here are rather clumsy, but eloquent translations would require 

interpretation. 
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[The problem may be rooted in] the child him/herself (attention deficit or 

hyperactivity) or to the child’s environment and its changes (difficult experiences 

in early childhood and placement in a foster family) or both together. 

The effects of media and peers are mentioned as modelling behaviour of older students, 

or learned behaviour from media, but such effects are discussed once and briefly as an 

individual young person’s tendency to choose bad role models. In a few instances, the 

problem was also located in school practices, but here only focussing on how such 

practices should more successfully fix the (behaviour of) individual problematic students. 

 

Two perspectives were notably lacking. First, there was little recognition of how school 

practices may themselves produce the problem, although research has repeatedly shown 

that common school practices (e.g. favouring some cultural practices in school) produce 

unequal experiences of schooling for different students and that preferences or 

perceptions of behaviour are social–historical–cultural. These insights were, however, not 

present in the sources. For example, Source 16 (explicitly meant as instructions for 

teachers) lists the reasons for challenging behaviour: 

Physical (pain, illnesses), psychological, social (lack of skills, family problems, 

unsuitable environment for the individual). 

All of these reasons are described so that they are placed within the student. Even 

“physical reasons” are here construed as having nothing to do with, for example, the 

school’s architecture, floor plan, furniture or geography, but only with physiological 

conditions of individuals perceived as problematic. 

 

Second, there was no discussion of the cultural–historical–economic–societal roots of the 

perception of behaviour. There was no push to reflect upon why an educator might 

perceive specific behaviours as problematic. The sources repeatedly emphasised that the 

children or young people should not be seen as responsible or be blamed for their 

behaviour, that attention should be paid to how the background of the child impacts their 

behaviour. Behaviour was thereby seen as the child’s possession, rooted in the child and 

their background, not in the context in which it is inscribed with meaning. The said 

“background” almost univocally came to be defined as “parents”, and the impact of issues 

such as racialising and gendering practices, homophobia, ableism, economic differences 

and other forms of discrimination were not recognised as “background”. Background 

simply means deficient parents and parenting. 

 

The lack of these perspectives in Finnish professional literature links to broader 

professional discourses that do not tend to recognise inequality in Finnish education 

(Koski & Filander, 2013). As is well known within the current global educational 

discourse, the Finnish school system is highly comprehensive, and there is little economic 

stratification when compared internationally. The hegemonic and dominant discourses 

regarding Finnish educational equality produce the belief that inequality is a non-issue in 

Finland (ibid.). Social and cultural differences have, according to popular conception, 

been abolished (ibid.). Therefore, any student agency deriving from or attempting to point 

out such inequalities may lack discursive frameworks that validate the experience of 

inequality. 
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The lack of societal or cultural perspectives in the sources makes sense when looking at 

the expert voice: seven expert voices were those of psychiatry/psychology, seven were 

from special education, four were from experienced teachers and one was from an 

educational administrator. In addition, there was one voice from social and health care 

and one non-referred. Therefore, in professional delineations of disturbing behaviour, the 

expert voices tend to come from the fields of psychology and psychiatry as well as special 

education, which draws heavily on these disciplines (Watson et al., 2018). None of the 

sources in our archive were written by authors with sociological, historical or 

philosophical expertise, and youth studies or childhood studies were not represented. 

 

The language was medicalised but inaccurate. For example, “disorderly behaviour” 

(häiriökäytös) and “behavioural disorder” (käytöshäiriö) were often used interchangeably 

in the sources. Whereas the latter, in the field of psychology and psychiatry is likely 

grounded in a long tradition of research, the former is, as depicted above, remarkably 

undefined and unspecific. By mixing these two terms, the scientific validity of the 

psychological term is extended to the un-academic idea of disturbing behaviour, and the 

sources speak of it as if it were defined (which it was not) with similar precision. 

Children and youth are silenced 

The children and youth perceived as disturbing were the “silent centre” in the professional 

literature about them. By this, we mean that although the literature focussed on disturbing 

youth and children, such youth were presented only as targets of actions, not as meaning-

makers and agents themselves. For over three decades, childhood studies and youth 

studies (e.g. Kallio & Häkli, 2015) have discussed the political agency of children and 

youth and developed methods to listen to them “in their own right” (Hardmann, 1973). 

However, we find no reference to such discussions and research in the sources in our 

archive. Instead, children and youth are approached as something to be fixed, managed 

or handled—not someone to be heard or someone who might have something worthwhile 

to say. 

 

For example, although the titles and the content regularly speak of “facing”, such facing 

does not extend to the individual child or youth, but only to facing the disorder or the 

problem placed in them: 

Facing children’s and youth’s behavioural problems (Source 13, title) 

Facing the psychological problems of a youth (Source 17, title) 

It has been experienced as necessary to define principles and courses of action with 

which to face student’s challenging behaviour in the school life. (Source 16, p. 1) 

The notion of facing, then, easily becomes associated with combat metaphors, where we 

“face the enemy”. As a discourse, it invites a teacher to feel, think and act on its terms. 

The literature also commonly defines the child or youth based on the problem, as a 

“disturber”, “challenging youth”, or “children with a behavioural disorder”. The child or 

youth who has been defined based on the problem is not faced or listened to but is instead 

an unspeaking deficient target on which professional knowledge is applied: 

Silence the disturber (Source 15, title) 
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The child acts in social situations with insufficient skills. (Source 10, p. 51) 

Youth with behavioural disorders have common features such as bad empathy skills, 
interpreting the motivations of others’ actions wrong, inability to feel guilt or regret, 

bad self-esteem (disguised as tough-guy role), bad skills in handling disappointment 

and controlling impulses, and difficulties in social relationships. (Source 7, p. 28) 

As we can see, in describing the problem that teachers ‘face’, children are being described 

and defined in particular ways. If empathy is the ability to understand and share the 

feelings of the other, a question arises as to precisely who demonstrates a lack of such 

skills. 

 

 

Subjectivating effects of the discourse of bad behavior 

Discourses are meaning-making operations, and they come to matter when persons or 

subjects take them up as their own. This take-up is not necessarily conscious. Subjects 

become vehicles of certain knowledge regimes, and these regimes stipulate the 

appropriate ways of thinking, feeling and doing. This is why and how the discourses 

offered in the professional literature are significant. They ask teachers to make sense of 

what occurs in their work life in a particular way. Mastering this discourse may lead to a 

sense of competence, of knowing the problem and knowing how to act, and this 

competence is shared when teachers help each other figure out what to think and do about 

something. 

When teachers are invited to think about disturbing behaviour as belonging to an 

individual child, it has many implications. Key among those are both the idea of the 

decontextualised child—a child without social, economic and cultural situation—and the 

deficient child, who may or may not have a psychological and psychiatric issue. 

Interestingly, the psy-sciences remain as a contextual explanatory framework, and these 

tend to sustain the gaze upon the individual and inside the individual (Petersen & Millei, 

2015). The teacher subject therefore becomes a behaviour management professional with 

a psy-gaze and a keen interest in all the diagnostic tools and terminology that this entails. 

In turn, the child subject becomes a subject of this psy-gaze and can only be known and 

interacted with on those terms. The discourse sets it up so that this child cannot be 

recognised as heroic, loyal, tenacious, self-sustaining and disciplined. And the 

relationship between the teacher and the child cannot be read as one of mutual respect, 

dialogue and negotiation, but rather as one in which the teacher faces the adversarial 

breaker of rules and norms. As others have shown (MacLure et al., 2012), once a child is 

recognised as disturbing, that child and his or her actions become interpreted only within 

that framework. The subjectification of both the teacher and the student subject continues, 

and in that way, both get caught in a particular discourse. 

 

Conclusion 
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As our study has shown, the professional sources readily available to Finnish reading 

teachers perpetuate particular discourses of disturbing behaviour. Importantly, they are 

similar and therefore also sustain, rather than question, each other’s perspectives and 

claims. Teachers who pick up just a handful of the 19 resources we identified might come 

to believe that this way of making sense is universal or, indeed, uncontested. They might 

come to believe that this is the natural and only way of thinking about, talking about, and 

feeling about the difficulties they surely encounter. 

 

Especially in contexts such as Finland, where teachers are positioned as professional 

experts and who must create solutions based on continual engagement with resources, it 

is crucial to critically analyse what kinds of knowledge are accessible to them in these 

resources. In the context of this research, deficit discourses become validated by 

publishing houses, disability and welfare unions, medical societies, teachers’ online 

services, city officials, and institutes. 

 

As already mentioned, apart from being interested in these resources and their statements, 

truth claims, and tips and tricks, we were interested to see the extent to which the critical 

perspectives of the decontextualised, deficit psy-based discourses, and the implications 

of these discourses, which have been available for several decades, had made an entry 

into the readily available resources for practising teachers. Were there any openings for 

alternative interpretations of “problem” behaviour? Were the sources critically reflective 

about their own positionings and truth claims? Was there any reference to research critical 

of individualising discourses? In other words, did they offer themselves up as possible 

meaning-makers and make it possible for teachers to explore alternative viewpoints? As 

we have shown, these 19 sources in our archive did not. This suggests to us that there is 

a serious need for alternative perspectives in the easily accessible resources for practising 

teachers. Teachers are more than capable of making up their own minds, but if they do 

not have access to discourses that contest the ways of knowing, feeling and acting that 

are stipulated in the mainstream literature, then this task becomes all the more difficult. 

 

We conclude, therefore, that in Finnish schools, there is a real risk that the 

decontextualised deficit discourse of disturbing behaviour maintains itself. The cultural, 

social, economic and historical aspects of schools and student lives may exist in 

professional literature, but they do not come up when looking for guidance about 

challenging situations with students. There seems to be a disconnection between bodies 

of literature. To access these other archives, a teacher would possibly have to already 

characterise the perceived challenge as a social justice issue and conduct searches with 

different keywords, for example in the field of intercultural studies, childhood studies, 

youth studies or even human geography, and construct the local practical implications on 

one’s own. Most critical literature, or the literature committed to destabilising hegemonic 

discourses, have not been turned into practical manuals for the busy working teacher. In 

this way, the discourse keeps itself going: a teacher looking for information about tackling 

disturbing behaviour finds just that, and there is little space for questioning the implicit 

assumptions. This has significant implications for the lives of teachers and students in 

schools. 
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