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Through phenomenological analysis, this extreme case study identifies conflicts as key phenomena when two teachers engage in a large-scale, scripted mathematics teaching program. The conflicts relate to the teachers’ professional expertise, societal and policy expectations and demands, and didactical considerations. We conclude that scaling should not only be understood as scaling up, but rather as scaling down - adapting programs to specific local contexts, and that implementation of scaled research findings ought to consider teachers’ professionalism as a matter of ethics.

The issue of bringing research evidence into teachers’ practices has been long debated. Already in 1975 Stenhouse suggested that researchers and teachers work closely together to successfully connect research findings and teaching practice (Elliot, 2024). Stenhouse’s suggestion for implementation of research is small-scale, highly contextualised, and require teachers’ conceptual engagement with research findings. In contrast, instrumental use of research findings leaves teachers to implement a particular teaching model in their classroom without any deeper conceptual engagement with the research findings that support the model (Sjölund et al., 2022). An extreme version of instrumental implementation of research findings is so-called scripted teaching programs (Ede, 2006) which recently has gained popularity in Sweden particularly for mathematics education in the early schoolyears. Several municipalities have enforced sweeping implementation of scripted teaching mathematics curriculum reforms targeting thousands of teachers and their students (see Helenius, 2022) hoping to improve students’ mathematics learning. Scripted teaching programs leave little or no room for teachers to adjust the curriculum to their own teaching practice and context (Ede, 2006; Zhang & Sweller, 2023). In other words, research findings have been implemented at scale with no possibilities for adjustments to local context or personal teaching practices. This is in stark contrast to Swedish educational culture where, traditionally, a policy of empowerment that gives teachers a great deal of autonomy in their teaching has been prevailing (Ryve & Hemmi, 2019). This raises questions about the effects of enforced sweeping implementation of scripted teaching mathematics curriculum reforms not only in terms of its potential efficiency, but also about teachers’ lived experiences with the program which is the focus of the present study.
Hence, the present case study investigates two teachers’ experiences of participation in a large-scale scripted mathematics teaching program in Sweden concerning the implementation process, the content, the teaching methods, and outcomes. This aligns with Ahl et al.’s (2022) conclusion that small-scale studies are needed to complement large-scale evaluations, as they are essential for gaining an in-depth understanding of what works and why. This study adopts a phenomenological approach (Sohn et al., 2017) by focusing on the meanings that two teachers, Anna and Hanna (pseudonyms), ascribe to their experiences. The study provides empirical insights about the implementation of a scripted teaching program at “grassroot level”. The guiding questions are: How do teachers experience a scripted teaching program? What phenomena emerge from the teachers’ experiences?
Background
Scripted teaching programs prescribe, in detail, instructions for how the teaching shall unfold in the classroom. This may include what the teacher must say, how to treat expected student responses, what activities to perform for how long and so forth. The idea of prescriptive teaching is to strongly regulate teachers’ actions to secure that all students receive the same quality of teaching (Ede, 2006; Zhang & Sweller, 2023). The intension of scripted teaching is to target inequity in instruction quality and achievements of underperforming students. There is uncertainty about scripted programs’ efficiency. For example, in the US, where scripted teaching programs were launched broadly at the beginning of the millennium, inequity in students’ performance maintains (Vaughn et al., 2022). Scripted teaching offers a fixed program with little or no possibilities to make pedagogical adaptations. This means for example that considerations based on the didactic triad of teacher, students and content, becomes a matter for the designer of the script rather than for the teacher to consider when planning, conducting, and reflecting on their teaching. 
In the context of scaling up, Palmér et al. (2025) discuss the tension between maintaining fidelity and allowing adaptation during a large-scale implementation of a preschool mathematics innovation in Sweden. Their findings indicate that when teachers adhered strictly to the scripted teaching their teaching became artificial and disconnected from children’s experiences, needs, and interests. In contrast, productive adaptations were associated with greater spread, sustainability, and teacher ownership, hence key indicators of successful implementation. Ryve and Hemmi (2019) drew similar conclusions in their study on the role of implicit contextual factors such as positionings of teachers in the classroom and in the educational system, and visible and invisible pedagogical traditions, for implementing large-scale projects in Sweden. They emphasised the importance of addressing implicit contextual factors when scaling-up. 
The scripted teaching program that the two teachers participated in targets half of the mathematics lessons in each school year from Grade 1 to 3. The program has been scaled pedagogically to cover three years of mathematics education based on findings from a 12 weeklong randomized control experiment with 62 pre-school class-students in the experiment group, and 62 in the control group (Sterner et al., 2020). Further, the program has been scaled to cover an intervention comprising at least 14 municipalities and over 1000 teachers and their students (Ahl et al., 2022). To support implementation of the presumed highly complex scripted teaching program, an advanced implementation model that comprised stakeholders at different levels was used (Helenius, 2022). The model included among other things the design of a stakeholder group of teachers, so called process leaders. While implementation strategies and teachers’ fidelity to the scripted teaching program (Ahl et al., 2022) have been investigated, less is known about teachers’ experiences of participating in the program.
Theory – a phenomenological approach
We use hermeneutic phenomenology, drawing primarily on Sohn et al.’s (2017) interpretation of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of perception and meaning to focus on Anna and Hanna’s lived experiences of the scripted teaching program. Lived experiences refer to how people perceive and make sense of their experiences with an emphasis on the subjective and interpretive dimension of human consciousness. Humans are not passive we take intentional stances towards things and occurrences. Hence, phenomena appear as meaningful wholes against a contextual ground. Lived experiences include subjective perceptions, emotions, and social interactions (Sohn et al., 2017). The aim of phenomenological analysis is to identify core meanings of the phenomenon that reveal itself through analysis of lived experiences (Sohn et al., 2017). 
In phenomenological analysis, bracketing or epoché is required, meaning that researchers set aside preconceived understandings and biases to understand the phenomena at stake (Sohn et al., 2017). Skovsmose (2014) argued that epoché requires researchers’ “pure” and transparent noticing which is not possible since our conscious can be “be dubious, distorted, mischievous, or simply wrong” (p. 44). Relatedly, Sohn et al. (2017) suggested that researchers use a bracketing procedure to heighten self-awareness of pre-understandings that could influence data collection and interpretation. We recognise that, opaqueness influenced what the teachers said during the interviews and what we noticed in the analysis which has implications for the findings of this study. 
Methodology – researching teacher experiences
To gain understanding of teachers’ experiences of a scripted teaching program we focused on the meaning they ascribed to those experiences. Hence, a case study (Flyvbjerg, 2006) with a phenomenological approach was conducted. Data was generated through individual semi-structured in-depth interviews with two teachers working in schools located in a municipality characterized by (extremely) high socioeconomic status. This qualifies as an extreme case (Flyvbjerg, 2006) as the study is situated in an unusual Swedish context marked by notably high student performance in mathematics and a large proportion of parents with academic backgrounds. The teachers were selected for participation due to their lived experiences with participating in and working with the program and willingness to participate. Informed consent for participation was obtained according to The Swedish Research Council’s guidelines (2017). Hanna and Anna have great experiences of working with elementary school mathematics. Hanna has worked as a teacher for a decade and a half and Anna for three decades. They have extensive experiences of professional development and leadership. Anna has been involved in the two national professional development initiatives: Matematikutvecklare and Matematiklyftet. In these initiatives, her role was to lead professional development processes for colleagues. Hanna was appointed process leader by the municipality and had the role of leading a professional development group of colleagues in the process of implementing the scripted teaching program. Hence, Hanna has experiences of both supporting her colleagues’ work with implementing the program and of her own implementation in a second-grade elementary mathematics classroom. At the time of the implementation Anna taught mathematics to first-grade elementary students. The program is designed to target all kinds of teachers and students in all kinds of contexts, including “extreme” contexts like the one in this study where mathematics teaching generates high student performance compared to the national average. This suggests that the teachers have experiences of successful teaching practices established before the program’s implementation, which they can relate to their experiences with the program. With externally recognised expertise and a proven record of producing high-achieving students, they were assumed to be more confident in sharing nuanced perspectives on the program. Hence, contributing with important knowledge from a professional “expert” perspective at grassroot level that may not be possible to receive from cases in “regular” contexts.
The interview guide comprised the following themes: Teachers’ backgrounds, Program impact, Experiences of implementation, mathematical content and progression, pedagogical design, influence on student mathematics outcomes, and parents’ and colleagues’ perceptions of the program. Interview questions were asked in terms of “What are your experiences of….?”, “How did you experience….?” or “Could you describe….?” as suggested by Sohn et al. (2017). Follow up questions were sometimes used for clarification purposes. Both interviews lasted about one hour and was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Data processing and analysis
The analysis was conducted in four steps that were inspired by, but did not fully follow, the suggestions for phenomenological analysis by Sohn et al. (2017). First, we processed the data by reading the interview transcripts several times individually paying attention to and marking small units of meaning. Second, jointly we discussed our readings and coded data by being mindful of reoccurring patterns (see Sohn et al., 2017) resulting in the following codes: uncertainty, resistance, loyalty, student performance, and the teacher role. When there were overlaps between codes, meaning that an excerpt could be categorised as belonging to two codes, it was most often categorised as belonging to both codes. Third, since phenomena appear as meaningful wholes against a contextual ground, we sought to identify shared phenomena as they emerged through the teachers’ lived experiences. We identified conflicts as a shared phenomenon, more specifically conflicts that the teachers needed to handle when participating in the program. Fourth, we thematised the coded turns as meaningful wholes in terms of conflicts. We jointly discussed the thematisation of conflicts. It resulted in conflicts related to a) teachers’ professional expertise, b) societal and policy expectations and demands, and c) didactical considerations. The excerpts included and explored in the findings below are selected to illustrate variation within the themes. 
Findings
Anna and Hanna initially had a positive approach towards the implementation of the program. But gradually their approach changed. Anna, in agreement with her headmaster began to leave the program during the first year and left completely during the second year, “I followed the program less and less and in grade 2 I did what I wanted because I felt that my students did not learn what my professional judgment says that students in Grade 1 need to know”. Hanna in her role as process leader felt obligated to support the implementation but, she left after two years: 
Hanna: 	I told those who made the decision to implement the program that I will not jeopardize my students’ mathematics development for the sake of following the program. If I feel that I lose my students, I will leave the program and so I did. I could not be the teacher that I kind of stand for.
Evidently, both Anna and Hanna experienced conflicts with implementing the program. Below we unpack their experiences of conflicts in three over-arching themes.
Conflicts related to teachers’ professional expertise
 Anna and Hanna wanted to fulfil the program, but the implementation caused conflicts with their professional teaching expertise. Hanna considered herself competent in pedagogy and didactics, but when following the program, she said she had to relearn which made her feel less competent, particularly in mathematics. This caused a conflict or “a clash with my professional teacher self” as Hanna said. Anna, who said that “the biggest mistake was to remove the teachers’ professionalism and personalities” had similar experiences:
Anna: 	But why should someone else design lessons for me? There are many good things in the program if I can use them in my way because I am a professional. But there was a manuscript to follow. I was stressed about my students not learning what I expected them to learn. This despite that it was a good group of students who were very willing to learn.
Anna said the program made teaching mathematics less enjoyable: “It was not so much fun to teach mathematics. I did not lose my interest in mathematics, but I was less engaged and felt frustrated”. Hanna shared that following the lesson manuscript word for word made the teaching impersonal and rigid, making it difficult to engage the students in the tasks and foster a sense of joy and excitement in learning mathematics, something she considered an essential part of being a good teacher. 
Hanna also seemed to experience a conflict between her professional teaching expertise and the research findings that the program draws on. She acknowledged the scientific expertise of the program’s designers and their competence in mathematics and wanted to trust their competence; however, based on her own professional experience, she could not see how the program could be successfully implemented in her classroom:
Hanna:	They [the program designers] say that it doesn’t matter if the students do not understand. “It is ok. They will understand. Have patience. It is like this”. I have understood it as they rely on their solid research findings and are way more competent in mathematics than me. I am sure that is true. I am humble towards that I am a professional in my classroom with my students, but I am absolutely not a professional of mathematics at the same level as the designers. So, during the whole period I was humble towards that someone else knows better than I. 
Anna seemed to experience a conflict between professional development that recognises her professional teaching expertise and knowledge about her students and the implementation and collegial work of the program: 
Anna: 	It was a big difference from Matematiklyftet which was very good because there you could adapt the tasks to your own context. It was not possible in this program so there was not much collegial learning. It was more about practical stuff like “How long will it take to make paper copies for next week?”. As teachers we must critically scrutinize and think critically all the time about what we do. We cannot just “buy” things simply because somebody else decided. Usually, you have the freedom to adapt stuff to your own context and to your professional teacher self. With this program, that was not possible. I felt like my professional teacher self disappeared.
Conflicts related to societal and policy expectations and demands
The teachers seemed to experience conflicts that refer to obligations and perceived expectations that the society, and policy, may put on teachers. On the one hand they wanted to comply with the municipality’s decision that all teachers should follow the program without making any adjustments. On the other hand, they wanted to fulfil the expectations of delivering students that demonstrate high levels of mathematics performance and have a profound interest in mathematics. 
Anna seemed unsure why the specific program would be more efficient than some other mathematics teaching approaches:
Anna: 	I did not get a background to why this should be implemented. “Why should this way be so much better than some other way [of teaching mathematics]?” The background was that this would increase the students’ interest and results in mathematics. This would be a very good way. I don’t know who made the decision at municipality level.
Hanna shared experiences of uncertainty that referred to students’ achievements in relation to the purpose of implementing the program: “From what I understand it was about that we saw decreasing results in Grade 9, but we did not have decreasing results in Grade 3”. Hanna’s experiences refer to conflicting issues about progression of learning and policy requirements. Hanna experienced that Grade 1 to 3 teachers in her municipality delivered according to policy requirements and thus fulfilled their teacher obligations. Conflicts at this level also include concerns about students’ achievements and teachers’ loyalty to the program versus to the national mathematics syllabi for grade 1 to 3. For instance, Anna said that the program failed to meet the syllabus requirements and learning objectives, and that it caused stress for her and many colleagues.
The conflict that Anna perceived between being loyal to the program and that the program did not provide conditions for Anna’s students to meet the learning objectives was so strong that Anna decided to stay loyal to the national policy requirements rather than to the program. Hanna shared that Anna’s students scored highest in the municipality at the national test in Grade 3. Anna said that teachers at her school who had been more loyal to the program in Grade 1 and 2 struggled in Grade 3 to cover content that were not part of the program but required to pass the national tests.
Conflicts related to didactical considerations
The didactical conflicts that the teachers seemed to experience refer to issues that relates to didactical questions such as What? How? For whom? When? and Why?. 
Anna and Hanna emphasised the need for varied instruction tailored to students’ diverse needs, something the program did not allow. This and the lack of variation in teaching instructions created a conflict with the didactical structure of the program:
Anna:	It was repetitive to work only with the number line or with patterns for four weeks. I thought that it was quite boring, and the children did not find it fun either. They also wanted some variation, and they need to learn in many different ways. Many years ago, I completed a Montessori pedagogy course. This program is similar to that in the sense that there is only one way which is the right way. That makes things very black or white and that is not how it works in reality.
According to Anna “Most often the program suited middle level students. You totally loose the weak students and the strong students often lost interest since they solved the tasks straight away”. Hanna shared the same experience which seemed to cause a conflict because all students did not have the equal opportunities to learn the intended when teaching according to the didactical structure of the program:
Hanna: 	Those who are very strong and very weak kind of fell between the chairs. The weak ones just copied from their peer and could not move on by themselves. Not all in Grade 1 can easily express their thinking verbally. It is first in Grade 2 and 3 that all students manage to do that. Since all students cannot express themselves mathematically, the conversations did not turn out in the way that I think was the intention of the program. Also, the strong students loose on this program. They finish the tasks superfast. It was stressful to keep them challenged so that they would develop their mathematical thinking too because there were no appropriate tasks for these students in the program.
Another didactical conflict concerns the very long introduction phases that the program required that made students lose focus on the mathematics tasks:  
Hanna:	Not all students manage that. Other teachers reacted strongly to the long introductions. The students completely zoomed out. They focused on everything except for mathematics. Usually, I have a pretty fast introduction and then the students work in teams. It depends on what kind of students I have. I need to know my students and know what they know before I can start this kind of teaching, so I know how to place them in teams.
Hanna stresses the importance to know the students’ prerequisites. Similarly, Anna said that she could never take her specific group into account when teaching according to the program, which she experienced as impeding. 
Both teachers experienced didactical conflicts when they had to progress according to the manuscript even if the students had not learned the intended. Anna said that “the students did not have time to consolidate stuff you just had to move on to new stuff and that made many stressed. The answer you got from the program leaders was “Do not worry that they have not understood. This content will also appear in Grade 2 and 3”. 
Further, Anna felt frustrated because the didactical structure of the program did not allow her to adapt and help the students, which caused a conflict with her social obligations towards her students:
Anna: 	For example, the empty number line with the instruction to mark all the numbers that they knew. The students asked questions about what to do and the only answer that I was allowed to give was that they had to decide for themselves. But they are small children. You need to show them different models and strategies so that they can learn to think mathematically on their own. This was very frustrating. When I brought it up at the meetings, I again got the answer that it is ok that they do not know, they will understand later, this will be good for them when they do lower secondary school mathematics. But there is a long time before lower secondary school, we cannot lose them or their interest in mathematics already in elementary school.
Concluding remarks
The conclusions, based on this small study, contribute with understandings of how research findings are transferred and scaled from one site to another which has been discussed previously (e.g., Ahl et al., 2022; Palmér el al., 2025; Ryve & Hemmi, 2019). Given the fact that teacher autonomy is part of Swedish educational culture (Ryve & Hemmi, 2019) the conflicts that Anna, Hanna, and their colleagues experienced when they implemented the scripted teaching program may be expected. The conflicts that the teachers’ experienced appeared to be multidimensional comprising conflicts at professional, societal and policy, and didactical levels. Nevertheless, the conflicts raise questions about how to handle results from successful small-scale intervention studies. This particular program seems to have been scaled based on results from a small-scale intervention study in at least two different ways. First, it was scaled didactically. The original intervention study, which the scripted program in this study is based on, was conducted in preschool classrooms for 12 weeks (Sterner et al., 2020). In the scripted teaching program, the findings were scaled to cover arithmetic and algebra content for Grade 1 to 3 of the compulsory school. This raises questions about scaling small-scale research findings across grades. Can we infer what works for 10-year-olds from what works for 6-year-olds?
Second, the small-scale findings were scaled to include 1000 teachers and their approximately 20 000 students. This means that the small-scale findings were scaled across different contexts. The present study is an extreme case study (Flyvbjerg, 2006) because the interviewees were very experienced teachers teaching in a municipality that is extreme in terms of students’ high mathematics performance, high socio-economic standards and high levels of education among residents. It is possible to imagine other (extreme) cases too. For instance, the opposite of the context of the present study. Anna pointed out that the scripted teaching program may work well for unexperienced teachers which may very well be the case. That is not our point. Our point is that successful small-scale interventions must clearly document the context and conditions of their success to enable scalability.
Based on the two mentioned points above, and by drawing on the findings of Palmér et al.’s (2025) and Ryve and Hemmi’s (2019) studies that emphasise the need for contextual adaptions to the implementation when scaling up research findings, we conclude that scaling may not be a matter of scaling up but of scaling down. By scaling down we refer to making adaptions, to specific contexts so that findings of small-scale studies can be meaningful and useful in different contexts. 
Anna and Hanna seemed to experience conflicts between the program’s demand for not helping students out and seeing their students losing interest in mathematics without having the opportunity to fulfil their social obligation towards their students. Nor were they allowed to “justify themselves” for having given a problem that was too difficult and make adaptations of the program tasks that better suited their students. The social obligations that teachers have towards students raises ethical questions about professional teacher responsibility – the same professional responsibility that Anna and Hanna experienced being stripped of when they followed the program. In addition to issues about conceptual and/or instrumental use of research findings (Sjölund et al., 2022) or tensions between fidelity and adaptation (Palmér et al., 2025) this study points towards ethical dimensions in relation to teaching programs with no room for adaptations that needs to be considered when scaling findings. Hence, implementation of scaled research findings ought to consider teachers’ professionalism as a matter of ethics.
This is a small-scale extreme case (Flyvbjerg, 2006) interpretative study (Sohn et al., 2017). Our pre-understandings of teacher autonomy and vast experiences as mathematics teachers have influenced our analysis. To enhance trustworthiness, we decided to share several of Anna’s and Hanna’s quote in this study. 
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