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The last decade was characterized by a tremendous push of 
educational innovations which had an impact on teacher training as 
well as on the educational system of each country. This was mainly 
due to some EU-declarations signed by the educational ministers 
of the EU member countries. One of them was the Bologna 
declaration signed in 1999 followed by the Lisbon Declaration in 
2000 and among others the Berlin Communiqué in 2003. The basis of 
all these declarations is the development of a coherent and cohesive 
European Higher Education Area by 2010. 

One of the main aspects of the development towards the European 
Higher Education Area is the eff ort of educational and research 
institutions to cooperate more closely. EUDORA, The European 
Doctorate Programme in Teaching and Teacher Education is commi� ed 
to these objectives. The consortium has set ambitious targets aiming 
at substantial improvements of teacher education. Considering most 
recent researches on teaching and teacher education as well as the 
outcome of researches and development work done by the European 
Commission, EUDORA focuses on the following major issues: 

- Development of a European study programme / 
curriculum at postgraduate level (cycle III) in the fi eld of 
teaching and teacher education leading to a professional 
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doctorate (upon completion of 180 ECTS credits) or a 
PhD (240 ECTS credits). 

- Implementing a modularised curriculum which should 
enable graduates to meet the enormous expectations 
(prospective) teacher educators are supposed to fulfi l in 
our dynamic learning societies at both highest academic 
and professional level (“state of the art”).

- Development of a European learning environment for 
these studies by making provision of jointly off ered 
quality assured modules in an international se� ing, 
ERASMUS Intensive Programmes (IP), student and staff  
mobility (OMS, TS), and co-operative research activities 
in multi-nationally composed learning groups in an 
effi  cient virtual learning environment.

Part of the study programmes are European modules, consisting 
of diff erent off ers. One of them is called  ”Analysis of Educational 
Policies in a Comparative Perspective (EPAC)” comprising 15 
European credits. Participants could earn half of the credits by 
joining the Erasmus Intensive Programme EPAC during the summer 
school in Tolmin, Slovenia from 11th – 22nd August, 2004. Within 
this se� ing students introduced presentations of their master / 
doctoral thesis in diff erent areas of education. The other half of the 
credits were granted by their (home) universities. Our gratitude 
to all staff  and students, especially to our Slovenian partners who 
organised and enabled the summer school in TOLMIN which proved 
to be a success.
As to the evaluation of all the presentations a corporate workspace 
(www.eudoraportal.org) was used. Students uploaded their works 
onto it which were read by lecturers and students of the EPAC 
consortium. This way the workspace served as an international 
platform where feedback and evaluation took place. 

The fi rst six presentations introduce diff erent researches carried 
out by the participants. Indeed, a lot of educational institutions 
implemented research courses for teacher training programmes 
during their recent reforms. One of the reasons is certainly the 
dramatic changes within the educational areas which need to be 
supported by excellent researches. 
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The other four presentations are dealing more or less with the 
dramatic changes taking place nowadays in the education sec-
tor. The teacher’s role in the classroom has changed. Today s/he is 
becoming more and more an organizer of learning environments 
facilitating the learning processes rather than functioning as 
knowledge transmi� ers. Not only the teacher’s role is changing. It 
seems to be indispensable to acquire new competences regularly in 
order to be fi t for the challenges of daily work which is introduced by 
the concept of Lifelong Learning. 

Following below an overview of the presentations in this publica-
tion:
Inger Österlund focuses in her work “An analysis of Teachers‘ Social 
Networks with Network Closure and Structural Holes on the 
importance of social networks for educational institutions. The 
network mechanisms – according to Ronald Burt and James 
Coleman – are network closures and structural holes. The former 
are considered to be strong ties within a group while the la� er are 
regarded to be weak ties with nonredundant information beyond 
the groups. Her study off ers an analysis of teachers’ roles in social 
networks which show diff erent perspectives, resources and skills in 
teachers‘ social networks that derive from successful co-operation 
between big and small schools and lead to high performance. 

Steve Jones outlines issues and emerging themes from two case 
studies conducted in 2003 dealing with ”School Leadership in 
Highly Disadvantaged Communities”. The central question for him 
is how actors perceive successful school leadership and how people 
in leadership roles carry out their roles infl uenced by their own 
values. He argues that leadership strength is a highly-prized asset 
and provides role models for others to tackle diffi  cult circumstances 
at times and in other cases means to fi nd eff ective solutions in order 
to keep organisations moving. His presentation shows very well the 
complexitiy of good leadership since educational organisations have 
to deal with diff erent parameters. 

Erika Löfström introduces theoretical perspectives on cognition 
with educational practice in her article ”Cognitive Style: Theoretical 
Underpinnings, Critique and Practical Implications of a Model”. The 
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aim is to provide an overview of the signifi cance of the cognitive 
style in learning contexts, and to provide examples of how 
knowledge of the cognitive style can be utilized to facilitate learning 
and the realization of European education goals in practice at the 
grass root level of everyday teaching and learning. She also discusses 
the practical implications of the cognitive style diff erences for the 
process of learning and the need for trainers to become aware of the 
demands of the learning situation, in order to provide the learner 
with helpful strategies. 
 
In her paper “Social Capital in European Education Policies: 
The important concept for development of education” Nataša 
Martinjak addresses the issue of social capital in relation to education. 
She emphasizes three fundamental conditions for the development 
of society and the individual: access to education, achievements in 
education and the transition and dissemination of knowledge. Her 
researches focus on the method of content and textual analyses of 
the process on common European objectives for the year 2010. She 
is also considering Coleman’s theoretical assumptions by discussing 
the relation between social and human capital.

Arniika Kuusisto introduces in her article a case study conducted 
among Seventh-day Adventist adolescents a� ending denomination-
al and mainstream schools in Finland. The objective is to fi nd out 
whether the sense of religious identity varies according to the social 
context of the school. The data was gathered in 2004 in a nationwide, 
denominational, teenagers’ summer camp organized in a campsite 
in Central Finland. The results of this survey show that Adventism is 
an important part of identity for the majority of the teenagers within 
the denomination.

Inger Erixon Arreman shows us in her presentation the importance 
of research within Teacher Education (TE). She also portrays the 
problems and diffi  culties people encounter if something totally 
diff erent is being introduced within the education system. Her case 
study explored the relationship between post-war TE policies and 
discourses in Sweden, and the perspectives of the teacher educators 
and university managers involved. She then provides an overview 
of the relationship between teacher education and research in Swe-
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den, followed by a discussion of her study, its fi ndings, which are 
then analysed in relation to teacher and higher education policies, 
nationally and more widely. 

In his article “The Problems of Reforms in the School Field” Bojan 
Wolf addresses the processes through which a demand of a new role 
for the teacher emerges. In this new role, the teacher is not supposed 
to merely transmit the knowledge but is supposed to assume the role 
of a mentor helping students to classify information. This process is 
necessary because it is ‚far closer to real life situations‘ and represents 
the situations of a new social relation. Real life situations are a� er all 
still situations of some new social relation. He argues however, that 
we have to see the reverse side of the processes, in which the‚
traditional‘ role of the teacher is replaced by the ‚new‘ role; in which 
the ‚new‘ relation between the teacher and the pupil comes to the 
fore; in which the ‚traditional‘ concept of knowledge itself is replaced 
by the ‚new‘ one, then we suddenly get the feeling that we are 
leaving the realm of social relations. 

Anne Larson is dealing in her presentation with a very important 
issue – Lifelong Learning. She is introducing an overview of LL 
in the EU 15 countries as well as in Denmark. The fi rst part of her 
paper describes the concept of “lifelong learning”, its content and its 
history at the international education policy agenda. The second part 
of her paper gives an overview of recent education reforms in Den-
mark relating to lifelong learning and especially to the results of the 
Lisbon summit in 2000. Analysing the individual participating in LL, 
she comes to the conclusion that low educated people do not partici-
pate in the LL process as much as the well educated Danes. 

Joanna Michalak from Lodz University shows the dramatic changes 
that have been taking place during the last 15 years a� er the fall of 
the Communist regime in Poland. She explains the need for changes 
within the whole education system and the change of the teach-
ers’ role becoming more independent, responsible and creative. 
Furthermore she is introducing an excellent strategy within the Polish 
education area – The Learning School Program. Schools form a 
network and co-operate with one another. They set educational ob-
jects, monitor their work, refl ect on the applied didactic and among 
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others create a school community for teachers, parents and students. 
At the core of the Learning Schools Program is a commitment to 
improve the work practices and in doing so to improve the learning 
outcomes of students. 

Julian Potrzebny focuses in his article on the educational and social 
exclusion in the schools of Poland. In his view there is an emptiness 
that can be seen in the lack of general ideas for the development of 
Polish education which is based on Polish history during the 
communist regime. He thinks that there is a lack of a clear philosoph-
ical basis of reforms and thus the lack of clear determinants of their 
goals and directions. He appeals for a phenomenological approach 
towards exclusion and discusses the sociolinguistic theory from 
Basil Bernstein as well as the works of Prof. Kwieciński which seem to 
off er solutions. 

Overall we hope that this volume will show the importance of 
analysing educational policies in a comparative perspective by ”
looking over the fence” in order to learn from each other. Our thanks 
to all the authors who submi� ed high quality presentations and to 
the staff  of the EPAC consortium who contributed to accomplish this 
publication.

Siegfried Kiefer, Thomas Peterseil
Pädagogische Hochschule des Bundes in Linz, Austria
October 2005
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Abstract
The reduction of resources for basic education in municipalities has led to 
fewer teachers and bigger classes. At the same time local small schools are 
threatened to close down. The aim of this study is to emphasise the teach-
ers’ social relations between small and big schools. Teachers‘ co-operation 
in a school network promotes equality between the regions. The use of two 
network mechanisms that sociologist Ronald Burt and sociologist James 
Coleman provide, as structural holes and network closure, off er teachers‘ 
meeting an analysis. The structural holes are regarded as weak ties with 
nonredundant information beyond the groups. Network closures are considered 
as strong ties within the groups. The teachers‘ role in social networks is to 
span the structural holes that isolate small schools, co-ordinate information 
channels and create more social networks with the value of closure in the 
schools.

Keywords: social relations, closure, structural holes, brokers, social 
support, social capital, nonredundant information 

Abstrakt (Swedish)
Lärarnas sociala nätverk med sammanbindning (closure) och strukturella 
tomrum
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Kommunens ständiga nedskärningar av resurser till grundutbildningen 
har le�  till färre lärare och större klasser samtidigt som små skolor är 
indrivningshotade. Målet med denna studie är a�  betona betydelsen av 
lärarnas sociala nätverk mellan små och stora skolor. Lärarnas samar-
bete i e�  skolnät främjar jämlikheten mellan regionerna. Med hjälp av två 
nätverks mekanismer som de två sociologerna Ronald Burt och James Cole-
man erbjuder, dvs. strukturella tomrum och ”sammanbindning” (closure), 
kommer lärarmötet a�  analyseras. Strukturella tomrum beskrivs som svaga 
band med icke-överfl ödig information utanför gruppen. Sammanbindning 
används som starka band inom gruppen. Sammanfa� ningsvis, lärarnas roll 
i sociala nätverk är a�  överbrygga de strukturella tomrummen som isol-
erar små skolor, koordinera informationskanalerna och skapa mera sociala 
nätverk med e�  värde av ”sammanbindning” i skolorna. 

Nyckelord: Sociala relationer, sammanbindning (closure), struk-
turella tomrum, förmedlare, socialt stöd, socialt kapital, icke-över-
fl ödig information 

Introduction
The study treats teachers‘ social networks at the collegial level with 
connections inside the schools and between the schools. The de-
velopment of collaboration fi ll in needs aroused because of limited 
resources in municipalities to facilitate the schools. Big schools with 
higher access to resources and skills are considered by parents as 
more a� ractive. By this, small schools are in risk of losing pupils 
and have to close down. The basic education shall encourage social 
community, responsibility and respect for the persons‘ freedom and 
rights. The basic education promotes equality between regions and 
persons (Finnish National Board of Education. 2004). Some promi-
nent concepts in teachers‘ social networks are clarifi ed; the strength 
of ties, network closure, structural holes and, social capital.

Strong, weak and absent ties
Mark Granove� er off ers a defi nition for the strength of an interper-
sonal tie: „The strength of a tie is a combination of the amount of 
time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confi ding) and 
the reciprocal services which characterise the tie“. Three forms of ties 
are off ered: strong, weak and absent. (Granove� er.1973)
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Strong ties are likely to correspond to bonding-dimension in 
homogenous groups, (likeminded people as in ethnicity, gender, age, 
social class etc), though these bonds are at greater risk to build up 
negative externalities (Putnam. 2002, 11). Even if homogenous groups 
tend to create a degree of excluding behaviour in certain situations, 
it is from these ties that the individual get the most of the amount of 
trust. Trust in early childhood give an individual a base to generate 
more trust. It is in homogenous groups with strong ties where the 
individuals are connected with a common interest. 

Weak ties are likely to correspond to bridging-dimension in hetero-
geneous groups, where the ties are connected with diff erent people 
than you. These ties are not to the same degree trustful but there are 
pa� erns to include people in the group fostering positive externalities. 
Here the reasons lie for individuals being employed by someone not 
having close relationship other than occasionally.  (Putnam. 2002, 11) 
It is usually a heterogeneous individual of a network who serves as a 
catalyst for new ideas and information into close groups. 

Absent ties or ties without substantial signifi cance means relation-
ships with people in the same environment but with whom there 
is no more connection than for instance in greetings and using the 
forename (Granove� er. 1973, 1361). Administrators are usually 
linking ties. However, the variation in frequency provides more 
intensity. In small communities linking ties are o� en transmi� ed to 
bridging ties. According to OECD Woolcock relates the linking of 
social capital to individuals‘ and communities‘ capacity to leverage 
resources and information from formal institutions (OECD. 2001, 42). 

Most networks deal with strong ties but the weak ties are the ones 
that provide the network with new information, new forms and 
pa� erns. The degree of overlapping of two relationships and friend-
ships networks varies with the strength of their tie to one another. 
This causes diff usions which Granove� er in his work analysed. 
(Granove� er. 1973)

Network closure 
The amount of connections to persons determines the closure in 
a network. Closure is the degree of density in a network (Borell & 
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Johansson. 1996, 19). The in-groups, as a three actor system, form 
a degree of network closure that depends on eff ective norms and 
obligations. Coleman‘s explanation of closure includes diff erent 
kind of networks, full closure, near closure and without closure. He 
describes closure in a group as diff erent types of ties and points out 
that those strong ties with trust are created in the early childhood. 
The weaker part in the network relationship (as children are with the 
respect to parents, students with respect to faculty), is more likely 
to develop social networks with closure to a more powerful type 
of actor. Other factors, as social proximity that schools provide for 
children, facilitate closure in networks where one part is considered 
as a weaker part. (Coleman. 1988; 1990, 318-319) Small schools play 
the role of a weaker part with respect to big schools. The existence 
of small schools in suburbs and communities where parents and 
children live creates a type of social network with strong ties to its 
members. 

The systems of actors‘ relationships by closure organise the groups 
into volumes of diff erent forms. Coleman mentions the two 
communities, close and open (Coleman. 1990).  The closed systems 
can reinforce themselves, create trust and norms but it can be hard 
to change pa� erns because of strong in-group relations. The open 
system can renew and develop themselves with nonredundant 
information channels from outside the system. On the other hand 
the open systems are more fragile and risky because of the variation 
of trust.

Structural holes 
Structural holes are explained as weaker connections between 
individuals in a social structure of the market. These holes create 
competitive advantage for an individual, a broker, who can span the 
holes. The brokers are provided with the advantage of early informa-
tion and nonredundant information. It does not mean that people in 
the groups are unaware of one another. People are just focused on 
their own activities and do not a� end other groups‘ activities. Burt 
mentions two network criteria that defi ne information redundancy; 
cohesive contacts with strong connection to each other and, 
structural equivalent contacts for instance manager in the same 
positions. Both cohesion and equivalence have similar and the same 
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sources for information and provide therefore redundant informa-
tion benefi ts. Burt uses network constraint as an index that measures 
the extent to which a person’s contacts are redundant (Lin, N., Cook, 
K., Burt, R.2001, 35). 

Social capital
Primarily, social capital as a concept has been defi ned by James 
Coleman, Pierre Bourdieu and Robert Putnam. Coleman’s defi nition 
of social capital is used because it is related to the educational policy 
and he emphasises the role of family relations. He defi ned social 
capital 

„as a particular kind of resource available to an actor, comprising a 
variety of entities which contained two elements:  they all consist of 
some aspect of social structures and they facilitate certain actions of 
actors - whether persons or corporate actors-within the structure“ 
and as a refi nement in 1994:

„Social capital is the set of resources that inhere in family relations 
and in community social organisation and that are useful for the 
cognitive or social development of a child or young person.“ (Cole-
man.1988, 98; Baron & al. 2001, 6)

The study uses Burts’ argumentation for the network mechanisms, 
structural holes and network closure as sources for social capital. 
The social context determines the degree to which the mechanisms 
explain the connections and relationships in an assembly.

How can equal resources be distributed to small schools in the local 
area? A brief overview of  the teachers‘ role in networks off ers infor-
mation about connections and gaps that include or exclude schools. 
Teachers‘ connections are diff erent types of ties that provide schools 
with a certain amount of nonredundant information and closure 
in the groups. Previous research on teachers’ work in Finland has 
highlighted a need of more co-operations between the teachers (Salo. 
2002; Kärkkäinen.1999). More social interactions between teachers 
emphasises the need for social support, especially for teachers in 
small schools in distant areas. The argument is that collaboration 
between teachers in the schools and between the schools fi lls the 
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network gaps, structural holes, and provides more value, advantages 
and, generates more social capital, by closure. 

Conceptual base for analysis
According to the sociologist Ronald S. Burt a combination of struc-
tural holes and network closure can show evidence of social capital. 
He points out the bridge between networks and social capital with 
structural holes as a broker in the relations between people other-
wise disconnected in the social structure. In Figure 1 Jim and Bob in 
organisation B have more connections to others than others in B. But 
Bob has something more because he is the only connection to C. This 
means that he can span the structural hole, be the broker and have 
information to C and from C. Bob has in addition connections to A 
together with others from B. On the other hand, Jim has strong ties to 
the group which off ers him more reliable communication channels 
with the value of closure. Strong relations protect Jim from exploitation 
because Jim and his colleagues can act against someone who violates 
their norms of conduct. (Lin, N., Cook, K., Burt, R.2001, 35-38)

B

C

A Jim
Bob

Figure 1: Networks inside the Schools and between the Schools based 
on Burts‘ Density Table Relations Within and Between Groups (Lin, 
N., Cook, K., Burt, R.2001, 33).
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The two mechanisms are together considered as organisational 
advantages. According to Burt “be� er connected people enjoy higher 
returns” (Lin, N., Cook, K., Burt, R.2001, 32). People in organisations 
get advantages by exploiting informational gaps. The size of the 
social network around persons can be explored as egocentric networks 
(Borell & Johansson. 1996, 15; Johanson, Ma� ila & Uusikylä.1995). In 
fi gure 1 Bob’s connections outside the group off ers him new sources 
and nonredundant information. Nevertheless Burt points out that 
there is also a control advantage. The broker has a position to other 
groups that provides him with early information and he can 
exercise control over more rewarding opportunities. The broker 
brings together otherwise disconnected contacts and he has infl u-
ence in whose interest the connections are served. The holes between 
the contacts give possibilities to display diff erent beliefs and identi-
ties to each contact. The broker can be the third who benefi ts, in other 
words, a person who benefi ts from brokering connection between 
others. Entrepreneurial networks for instance are rich in structural 
holes with people skilled in building interpersonal bridges that span 
the holes. They monitor information eff ectively, the information fl ow 
faster and to more people. (Lin, N., Cook, K., Burt, R.2001. 35-36)

Figure 1 highlights certain issues since the two mechanisms origin 
from diff erent areas. Burt’s argument represents the market and 
Coleman’s represents the social context of education. To be be� er 
connected means that all relationships have value but some of them 
bring more information. Some connections have the value of trust-
worthiness. Some relationships bring both information and trust-
worthiness and it is usually a close friend or a colleague who brings 
trustful information. The trust from friends and colleagues is based 
on the continuity over a longer period of time.

Methodology
The aim of this study is to analyse teachers‘ weekly meetings, round 
tables, with two network mechanisms, closure and structural holes, 
in a four fi eld system that is based on Burt’s model “social capital 
ma� ers”. Network closure emphasises strong ties within the group 
that are built on eff ective norms and obligations. A broker spans the 
structural hole and provides the organisation with the advantage of 
early nonredundant information and new pa� erns. The study off ers 
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an analysis of teachers’ roles in social networks with structural holes 
that measure the amount of nonredundant information beyond the 
groups and the degree of network closure within the group. Diff erent 
perspectives, resources and skills in teachers‘ social networks that 
derive from successful co-operation between big and small schools 
lead to high performance. 

Teachers’ role in social networks
The combination of structural holes and closure 
Schools with connections to other schools and associations bring 
into discussion the teacher’s role as collaborators in social networks. 
Assume that both closure and structural holes are included in 
the role of the teachers in fi gure 1. A closer look at Bob’s position 
distinguishes the roles of teachers and headmasters. The headmaster’s 
position provides him or her with relations to diff erent levels of 
organizations, formal and informal. The headmaster brings nonre-
dundant information to the school and is the broker between schools 
and the administrative level. The teachers’ work inside the school is 
based on the instructive work and weekly round-table meetings for 
information and communications. These meetings are analysed in 
fi gure 2, with communication and language as instruments, in a four 
fi eld system. 
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Figure 2: Teachers‘ round table based on Burts‘ „social capital mat-
ters“ (Lin, N., Cook, K., Burt, R.2001, 48). 

In fi eld A, B and D teachers‘ round-table includes teachers also from 
schools in the local area. In fi eld C teachers from small schools are 
absent. The in-groups (in fi gure 2 the three actor systems) are teach-
ers, for instance, from small schools in basic education. The headmas-
ters shape another in-group as co-ordinators. Performance is highest 
in fi eld A where in-group closure is high with one clear leader or 
a dense network connecting people in the group. There are many 
nonredundant contacts beyond the group and member networks to 
the surrounding organisations are rich in disconnected perspectives, 
skills and resources. (Lin, N., Cook, K., Burt, R.2001, 49) A fi eld in 
fi gure 2 correspond to teachers’ meetings with a broad and open 
communication. The resources and skills that small schools could 
benefi t from are shared. Mentorship and guidance are appreciated. 

Performance is lowest in fi eld C where in-group closure is low when 
members spend their time bickering with one another about what 
to do and how to proceed and, there are few nonredundant contacts 
beyond the group. Members are limited to similar perspectives, 
skills and resources. (Lin, N., Cook, K., Burt, R.2001, 49) Teachers 
in small schools in the surroundings are not participating. The 
communication shows shi� iness to changes that are expected to 
increase the workload. 

In fi eld D teachers from the schools in the surrounding contribute 
with new ideas and information. The nonredundant information 
fl ow is high. The closure network within groups is low and the 
relationships are fragile. Disintegrated group of diverse perspec-
tives, skills and resources is low form of collaboration within groups. 
Members have low network closure but high possibility for nonre-
dundant information. If the collaboration grow to be successful this 
group moves to the maximum performance in fi eld A.

Field B describes a cohesive group containing only one perspective, 
skill or resource with high network closure and low access to nonre-
dundant contacts beyond the group. This group has high constraints 
that create tensions. In fi eld B members are building a strong network 

An analysis of Teachers‘ Social Networks with Network Closure and Structural Holes

20

closure with li� le connection to other groups. It is in this fi eld that 
the „clicks“ appear. Clicks are groups with strong ties to each other 
that easily exclude others that do not fi t into the group and, clicks 
are not part of other clicks (Johanson & Ma� ila & Uusikylä. 1995, 
65). Communication, language and collaboration between teachers 
in fi gure 2 are the key to overcome tensions in a strong in-group 
closure with low nonredundant contacts. Mutual history, language 
and traditions are embedded in the culture and reproduced to next 
generations (Bourdieu.1983, 244; Löfström, E., Österlund, I. & 
Nemlander-Sjöberg, C. 2004). These strong in-groups exercise 
hidden structures with language as a tool for power that are revealed 
when new pa� erns and systems enters. 

According to the discussion earlier, a factor that facilitates network 
closure is the social proximity that schools provide for the children 
(Coleman. 1990, 319). If teachers in schools span the structural holes 
and increase the social networks to include several schools, it will 
have an eff ect in the neighbourhood and outside the community 
as increasing information channels. Mainly, the fi nancial resources 
can be shared but also a collaboration increase the development of 
collegial knowledge at the collegial level. Teachers as brokers have 
benefi ts of the early access to information that is nonredundant. All 
in all, the culture of collaboration provides the meetings an atmos-
phere with connections to the local community when small schools 
are included. 

The role of head masters and teachers comprises both structural hole 
and closure which might be one explanation for the workload and 
the time pressure. Still, the fi gures highlights that the bridge between 
the brokerage and closure is unexplored. Teachers’ role as an actor 
or a node in the social structure has an infl uence in the local 
community. To conclude, small schools are social networks that bring 
the value of closure and social proximity to big schools.

Networks as holders of power
Actors or nodes that generate social capital are both visible and 
invisible. Information channels comprise nodes where people expect 
to get reliable information. The individual is the source for the other 
and gets the information from another node. Some nodes do keep 
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their information to gain benefi ts based on self-interest and keeping 
a position. (Coleman. 1988, 117) The nodes have ties to individuals 
and also to other nodes with a level of intensity, frequency and time. 
A network analysis provides a tool to determine the nodes and the 
kind of connections they are surrounded.
 
Connections to the nodes provide individuals a certain amount of 
„being informed“. A good friend can provide the same information 
about current events to another friend who may not for instance 
have time to read newspapers. To be informed by persons may 
deteriorate that information as it moves forward to next persons and 
intermediaries. What secures that the information is reliable and to 
which extent? It is less risky for people in the network to trust one 
another when network closure is facilitated by sanctions. Without 
high degree of trust in associations and institutions members would 
not a� end the activities and strive for common ends. (Coleman. 1988; 
Lin, N., Cook, K., Burt, R.2001, 37)

Networks are the product of investment strategies, individual or 
collective, aimed to establish or reproduce social relationships that 
directly can be used in short or long term. Networks are holders 
of diff erent power relationship and the switches of network are 
instruments of power (Bourdieu. 1983, 249; Castells. 1996. 501-2). 
The nodes are usually invisible and unconsciously created and also 
easily changed with the result that the whole network may change. A 
change means that diff erent strategies are entering and the network 
creates positive or negative externalities and, sometimes changes in 
policy and purposes.

Trustful interpersonal networks as social capital
Coleman‘s empirical research shows that the eff ect of social capital in 
families and in communities helps the formation of human capital. 
Parents‘ human capital is of no meaning if it is not complemented 
by social capital embodied in family relations. (Coleman. 1988, 110) 
Likewise Bourdieu (1990) and Seligman (1995) argued for early 
reinforcing of strong social bonding rooted in family ties. This form 
of trust in social capital is in risk of loosing its intensity when the 
amount of weak ties in social networks increases. 
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Social proximity that schools provide in the local community is 
twofold. First, strong social bonds are reinforced in small schools 
where people know each other well. Second, schools provide local-
ly a certain activity and an amount of services for the community. 
Memberships in associations striving for common interests are 
strongly connected to the creation of social capital (Putnam. 2000). 
The needs for services lead to activity in associations.

Small schools shape in-group systems where teachers confi rm each 
other and come to resemble one another in their eff orts. Mutual 
traditions and habits rooted in history aff ect the profession and 
reproduce hidden structures. Structures of dominance, symbolic 
power and symbolic violence are forms of authority operating 
through pedagogical action (Bourdieu & Passeron 1990). Big schools 
on the other hand form a variation of diff erent perspectives and 
learning activities. However, it is not likely to form strong ties to 
everybody in a network. Network closure decreases with the number 
of peers doing the same work and the value of social capital decline 
in proportion (Burt. 1997).

Burt points out that Coleman’s view of social capital emphasises the 
risks of being a broker. Network closure is explained as networks in 
which everyone is connected such that no one can escape the notice 
of the others, which means strong ties in a dense network. By this, 
networks with closure are the source of social capital. According to 
Coleman norms and eff ective sanctions constitute a powerful and 
fragile form of social capital. He continues that norms in communi-
ties that support eff ective rewards for high achievement in schools 
facilitate the school‘s task.  The conclusion is that a set of eff ective 
sanctions can monitor and guide behaviour. (Lin, N., Cook, K., Burt, 
R.2001. 37-38; Coleman. 1988, 103-107; Coleman. 1990, 310-311) 

An especially important form of social capital is the norm that one 
should forgo self-interest and act in the interests of the collective. 
When certain actions are facilitated, it builds up constraints to others. 
The public goods quality of most social capital means that it funda-
mentally diff ers from most forms of social capital where the purpose 
of an action is prominent. An individual that generates this kind of 
social capital based on public goods quality is an important source 



An analysis of Teachers‘ Social Networks with Network Closure and Structural Holes

23

for others and, may aff ect others with greater ability to act and to 
perceive quality of life. „They have the capability of bringing it into 
being“. Persons, who benefi t of actions that generate social capital, 
are largely experienced by individuals other than the actor or node. 
O� en it is not in the interest of the actor and most forms of social 
capital are created or destroyed as by-products of other activities. 
There is no exactly defi ned purpose and the creation, generation or 
destroying passes without taken it to account. (Coleman.1988, 105-118)

Trustful networks are mostly invisible in daily life because 
nobody put any a� ention to them. The actors and nodes are invisible 
connections but come to surface in case of need or danger in 
loosing the connections. Nevertheless, it is o� en too late to identify 
the nodes a� erwards and without time consuming inquires. New 
nodes are created with more or less forceful decisions and among 
available persons. New pa� erns in the common interest are formed 
and the network will change. A� er the network has been changed, 
the methods to achieve the purpose are changed and, soon the 
purpose might be changed. 

Conclusions
The position as a broker in social networks provides the individual 
with an amount of early information and resources. The network 
structure highlights the awareness of the switches of positions 
that refl ect power relationships when social networks changes. 
Headmasters and teachers in schools are actors, also as brokers, in the 
information channels that generate more social relations. Structural 
holes and closure in a combination present a co-operation between 
teachers that limit redundant information. However, the combination 
requires an increasing amount of teachers’ working time and 
cooperation ought to be practiced, for instance, by working in small 
teams or by mentorship. 

This study argues for more social interaction and more teachers‘ 
networks. Two network mechanisms, structural holes and closure, 
have been discussed in the relation to nonredundant information. 
Burt‘s structural holes origin from the market and socioeconomic 
exchange where the position as a broker brings organizational 
advantages. There are certainly fi ndings prominent for companies 
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and fi rms regarding positions and resources. For institutions and 
organizations like schools the analysis enlightens the contextual 
diff erence in aim and purpose. Schools provide the pupils an educa-
tional base with respect of equal access to learning and diff erences 
in learning. The social proximity that small schools off er the local 
community refl ect the mutual history by reinforcing the traditions, 
language and dialects. The role of the teacher cannot be compared 
to the role of the manager of a company. In spite of diff erences in 
purposes a few observations have been highlighted.

The headmasters’ leadership position is expected to bring nonre-
dundant information to the school. The connections between the 
administrative level and the instructive level highlight the demand 
of resources to develop the school with less of top down manage-
ment. At the collegial level the analysis emphasises the need of 
social support and reveals three elements. First, the awareness of the 
structural organization in school institutions, hierarchical or 
horizontal, urges teachers to develop the collegiality and fi ll in the 
needs with nonredundant information. Small schools are expected 
to be horizontal and big school hierarchical. Schools in the same 
area are collaborators and share the same resources. Small schools 
ought to be off ered access to resources in the big schools. Second, the 
collaboration of schools connects teachers in the surroundings 
with diff erent perspectives, skills and resources. The highest level 
of collaboration in teachers‘ social network is rich of nonredundant 
information that surrounds the in-group where the degree of 
closure is high. The in-group is represented by the staff  of teachers 
in big schools and in small schools by the limited amount of teach-
ers. Thirdly, teachers’ roles as brokers with network closure call 
a� ention to more appreciation for the profession. More studies are 
recommended on weak ties in addition to the bridge between the 
broker and the person with a degree of closure. Finally, network ties in 
social relationships provide access to resources with a promise to 
generate social capital. The collegial work is enriched and reinforce of 
the collaborative culture between the schools and inside the schools. 
Teachers‘ activity in social networks and in the information channels 
off ers schools sources that come from who you know. 
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Introduction
This paper outlines issues and emerging themes from two case 
studies conducted in 2003. They took place in two similar yet 
contrasting highly disadvantaged communities in South Yorkshire, 
U.K. The work is still “work in progress”, with emerging outcomes 
still subject to further data analysis and justifi cation. Nevertheless, 
the leadership and school improvement dilemmas present in these 
schools are powerful, and the implications for practice and policy in 
these and other similar communities potentially enormous. 

Firstly, the research questions/areas of inquiry for the work are set 
out. Secondly, a brief overview is given of relevant literature. Thirdly, 
the underpinning methodology and philosophical stance for the 
research are outlined, together with an overview of methods 
employed in conducting the case studies. Fourthly, emerging themes 
and issues from the studies are examined. Fi� hly, conclusions and 
pointers to areas for further examination are set out.

Research Questions/Areas of Inquiry
The central question is “what is perceived by actors to be successful 
school leadership in highly disadvantaged communities?” and the 
main underpinning “areas of inquiry” are:

1. Where is leadership located?
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2. How do those in leadership positions carry out their 
roles and how are they infl uenced by their values?

3. What is perceived to be successful leadership and why?
4. What actually happens in initiatives and what are the 

consequences?

Literature 
About School Leadership and School Improvement: Critical Points

About the nature of highly disadvantaged communities
The literature describing the nature of disadvantaged communities and 
the major challenges faced within them, including Whi� y (2001), 
Mortimore and Whi� y (1997), and Robinson (1997), particularly 
highlights not only the physical deprivation that characterises 
people’s everyday lives but the a� itudinal blocks to progress that 
exist. Other authors such as Ball (1990, 2000), and Schoon (2001), 
write about the huge struggle facing young people in disadvantaged 
communities. They are also highly critical of current U.K. government 
assumptions (and of writers such as Barber and Dann, 1995) about 
prospects for eff ecting school improvement in these situations.

Transforming the prospects for disadvantaged communities and 
for their young people is seen by authors such as Putnam (2000), 
Coleman and Bourdieu (1991), and Gamarnikov and Green (1999) 
to involve the building of “social capital” in those communities in a 
way that achieves genuine “bo� om-up” transformation. This trans-
formation is seen as necessarily relating to a broad range of issues in 
the inner-city, wider than simply educational inputs and outcomes.

About Dilemmas of school transformation in highly 
disadvantaged areas
When writing about school recovery, Gray and Hopkins (1999) 
believe that “jolting the system” gets results. However, Stark (1998) 
has the view that “calmer” organisational approaches work be� er, 
even when drastic change is required. Fullan (1991) stresses the need 
for cultural change and Stoll and Fink (1996) believe that schools 
need to gain control of events to move forward.
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As far as school improvement beyond recovery is concerned, Ofsted 
(The U.K. government’s inspection service, 2000) provides a list of 
measures and organisational features which it believes can improve 
a school’s performance. Mortimore (1999) defi nes what he believes 
are the features of a “good school”, whilst Ru� er (1979) outlines 
what makes for eff ective secondary schools. Barber and Dann (1995) 
stress the importance of parental involvement in schools and of 
special programmes for progress to be made, and other writers 
argue for schools to see themselves as part of a wider network.

Beyond this general body of literature about school improvement 
there remains the crucial issue of the adequacy and relevance of 
this agenda to schools in disadvantaged communities. The potential 
for schools to transform the life chances of young people in tough 
circumstances may require measures beyond those outlined above. 
Schoon (2001) calls for the se� ing up of socially balanced neighbour-
hoods throughout the land to enable children everywhere to have 
access to the same quality of education and an equal chance to fulfi l 
their potential. At the same time, he believes that only truly compre-
hensive schools in poorer neighbourhoods can deliver for disadvan-
taged young people.  

About Dilemmas of School Leadership
There is a huge body of literature relating to this area. Stogdill (1950) 
and Alimo-Metcalfe/Alban-Metcalfe (2000) stress the importance of 
followers’ perspectives being taken account of by leaders. There are 
many writers outlining what they believe to be the most eff ective 
leadership traits. Sergiovanni (1992) is passionate that leaders should 
concentrate on doing things right, rather than simply doing the right 
things. Ribbins and Marland (1994) view strong, positive leadership 
as the necessary foundation for a successful school, whilst Bolman 
and Deal (1991) believe that good organisations are likely to be those 
that encourage leadership from many quarters.

However, a crucial issue for school leaders is to what extent 
leadership can be eff ectively shared in the context of diffi  cult and 
challenging circumstances. Much reference is made to “transfor-
mational leadership”. Bennis and Nanus (1997) believe this is an 
eff ective and empowering model where major organisational 
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change and performance can be eff ected. Critiques of this model, 
such as Gunter (2001), also need to be considered before reaching a 
conclusion about its appropriateness in this type of situation. 
Nevertheless, Senge (1990) believes that creating a shared view 
amongst colleagues, with people being truly commi� ed, is a prereq-
uisite for major cultural and organisational change in an organisation.

However, achieving staff  commitment and shared leadership in high-
pressure situations is o� en extremely diffi  cult for leaders to achieve 
due to the profound dilemmas they encounter in the course of their 
work. As Hampden-Turner (1990:62) points out, “all failures or near 
failures to resolve a dilemma make the other dilemmas harder to rec-
oncile”. So, arguably in these situations, leadership strength is crucial 
to achieving any kind of transformation in a school’s performance.

Methodological/Philosophical Approach and Methods
My methodological approach is essentially interpretive/phenom-
enological, aiming to make a contribution to theory through the use 
of grounded methods and the study of phenomena in their natural 
se� ings. This approach eff ectively encompasses elements of: inter-
pretivism, constructivism, and realist/critical research, as well as 
ethnographic study. Given the stark circumstances and inequalities 
being studied, I feel that a stance of advocacy with and on behalf of 
such communities to be essential. To this end, I believe that prac-
tice and policy conclusions with relevance to these and other similar 
situations, should be the result of this work.

A case study design was chosen to carry out the research as this is 
regarded as particularly appropriate when examining phenomena 
such as schools in a community context. Two case studies were 
conducted in two families of schools (a secondary school and its feeder 
primaries) in similar yet contrasting disadvantaged communities 
(“Area A” and “Area B”), to track aspects of leadership, values and 
educational practice. Two “action issues”, one in each school 
community, were tracked during the study: a Pathway project for 
young people at risk of being forcibly excluded from school in Area 
A and a Behaviour Improvement Programme (B.I.P.) in Area B.
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Both groups of schools are viewed as broadly successful in 
tackling the range of issues impacting locally, and in providing 
positive outcomes for their young people. They are both located in 
the top fi ve most deprived areas nationally and receive fi nancial 
support through a range of national programmes, requiring co-
operation between schools and with other agencies. One community 
has a relatively high ethnic minority population  (Area A) whilst the 
other is almost exclusively white (Area B). Both communities have 
a history of some schools being regarded as “failing”, according 
to government criteria, but then successfully emerging to achieve 
positive outcomes subsequently.

Three main techniques were used in the study, to triangulate 
evidence. Firstly, “reality check” interviews conducted with six key 
individuals in the two communities (head teachers and Education 
Action Zone co-ordinators) every two weeks or so over the course of 
the eight month study. These were open-ended interviews designed 
to probe below the surface to fi nd out what is really going on, and to 
track important issues as they occurred. Secondly, semi-structured 
interviews were held with people closely associated with the local 
community and its schools. Thirdly, observation studies took place, 
designed to check out relationships between key individuals, to look 
for issues and group dynamics capable of further illuminating the 
case.

Emerging themes and issues

The importance of leadership strength
Leadership strength is a highly-prized asset in these two very 
deprived communities. It has taken personal strength on a day-to-day 
basis to provide eff ective leadership to move these schools forward, 
and the responsibility is considerable, without let-up. The strength 
required lies partly in being able to engender a vision which others 
can commit themselves to, but also in developing the skills of others 
in the team. Not only have various leaders had to jolt their schools 
into more eff ective delivery from a low base, but the imperative to 
improve standards is remorseless, requiring leaders to encourage a 
relentless focus on curriculum development and delivery.
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At times, leadership has to be provided through being role models 
for others and providing encouragement in diffi  cult circum-
stances. In some cases, leaders have had to deal with situations of 
extreme diffi  culty, of a “make-or-break” nature, where failure to fi nd 
immediate, eff ective solutions would have resulted in schools 
sliding backwards as organisations. Where leaders are able to 
promote a co-operative vision across a community to benefi t young 
people in innovatory ways, this has produced very positive results. 
But such initiatives prove diffi  cult to bring about and sustain.

Success is fragile and amidst hope there is despair
Schools in disadvantaged communities like these are likely always 
to be fragile and remain vulnerable. One of the reasons is the “over-
load” experienced by teachers and those in leadership positions, 
because of the nature of the job. This is a daily struggle, with no 
days being easy from the working point of view. In this situation, 
individuals can become overwhelmed very easily, even if they are 
highly competent and resilient professionals. If something goes 
wrong in school, the reserves of energy and expertise available to 
deal with the situation are likely to be scarce and depleted, adding 
to the diffi  culties.

The situation is compounded either by the shortage of high quality 
staff  applying for jobs in these schools, or by a high staff  turnover, 
which is especially serious when outstanding leaders leave. So these 
features are particularly serious as far as the pupils are concerned, 
because the children being taught in these schools are very much 
in need of consistency and se� led relationships with staff , to give 
them maximum support and encouragement. Also, the constant 
fallout from low a� ainment levels, compared to other schools in 
more advantaged areas, (published in league tables and offi  cial 
statistics) adds to the pressure on these schools to perform and to the 
associated fear of failure.

Idealism and pragmatism about pupil inclusion
Making sure all pupils are eff ectively included in mainstream schools 
is a huge issue in these disadvantaged areas. For some staff , there is 
an idealistic belief that this should happen so that youngsters are 
taught in mainstream classes for the majority of the time, with with-
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drawal being minimised, almost regardless of the knock-on eff ects. 
For others, they feel that some “sharp-edged kids” are too disruptive 
to be taught unless they can receive special support, either in a small 
group or in a unit catering for their needs, away from other pupils.

This situation is arguably best resolved through pragmatic strate-
gies, where a balance is struck between the needs of the majority and 
making sure the needy minority get help to enable them to progress. 
Certainly, there is a strong view that having challenging young 
people in mainstream classes without the support they need is 
merely “integration” rather than “inclusion”. The growing use of 
mentors and support units within schools, together with specifi c 
targeted help for individual children, but within the context of 
curriculum innovation and a buoyant and diverse pupil population, 
appears to off er the most promising way forward.

Adopting a child-centred approach
In the demanding environment of a school in a disadvantaged 
community, the temptation for staff  to concentrate on their own 
survival day-to-day, rather than to put children’s needs fi rst, can be 
overwhelming. School leaders and their colleagues, therefore, have 
constantly to put children’s needs at the forefront of their work to 
counteract this, whilst having regard to the internal health of the 
school. Unless children are truly at the heart of everything a school 
does, the chance of positive outcomes being achieved in these 
circumstances are likely to be remote indeed.

Certainly, disaff ected young people are perceived to respond 
positively to certain adults in school in spite of their negativity. At the 
same time, when specifi c needs of young people are addressed and 
the curriculum is delivered in ways which inspire them, disaff ection 
can be contained more eff ectively. Also, too, where young people 
are treated with respect as a ma� er of school policy this can foster 
positive a� itudes within school, encouraging a sense of belonging 
and ownership rather than alienation.

Involving parents
Making parents partners in the work of a school in a disadvantaged 
community is particularly diffi  cult but nevertheless vital. There is a 
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thin dividing line between success and failure in this aspect of what 
a school does, with progress made being easily undone in a short 
space of time. Clearly, unless parents can be encouraged to help their 
children and show an interest in their progress, the school’s task is all 
the harder. And in poor communities there is likely to be a negative 
history as far as schooling is concerned for many individual parents, 
that tends to take a great deal of eff ort to overcome. 

However, where parents are encouraged to engage with schools 
when their children are young and to develop their parenting skills, 
where school projects encourage children to receive parental support 
with home working, and where parents have their lifelong learning 
needs catered for in school, a great deal of progress is made. These 
positive links can arguably help schools to create a positive a� itude 
to education in the community as a whole, which impacts back on 
children’s achievement. Unless inroads can be made into a� itudes in 
this way in disadvantaged communities, prospects for educational 
advance is likely to be bleak.

Schools need to be outward-looking
Schools in disadvantaged communities have the potential to be a 
major resource and focus of pride for their communities. Both these 
aspects of what schools can provide tend to be much-needed in 
poor areas, and where they are in evidence, can have very positive 
spin-off s for the school and its pupils. There is a general sense in 
which community groups and their leaders can have an important 
role in helping schools to do their job eff ectively, and this goes 
beyond just parental involvement. The links of a school with its 
surrounding community touch, too, on the micro-politics of a 
disadvantaged community, with its networks and associations.

Where school reputation is absolutely vital to schools in these 
situations, the positive relationship with the community on a whole 
range of levels is absolutely vital and o� en revolves around issues 
of trust. In times of diffi  culty, the school may need to fall back on its 
local reservoir of goodwill to survive the shock and move on.
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Raising horizons and expectations
Highly disadvantaged communities are o� en extremely low on 
trust – in: local people, outside agencies, service deliverers and 
local schools. The tendency may be to believe that the situation cannot 
improve and for widespread cynicism to hold sway. At the same 
time, local skills and networks may be limited and the ability to 
improve this, extremely diffi  cult to do. In these circumstances, raising 
people’s horizons and driving up educational performance locally is 
a colossal undertaking. Arguably, virtually nothing can be achieved 
without the surrounding community sharing a school’s enthusiasm 
and optimism for positive change.

In these situations, initiatives to involve the community in sport 
and expressive arts work featuring local children can be extremely 
eff ective. Also, if schools are celebrating success of pupils, or where 
plans are being made to substantially improve a school’s facilities 
great strides can be made in moving a school closer to its community 
and build faith in the local area’s future. Equally, missing opportuni-
ties to engage with the community in these types of ventures can be 
a massive missed opportunity.  

Working with other agencies
Disadvantaged communities need all the help they can get in terms 
of regeneration and li� ing of local people’s horizons. The stark 
nature of the challenge being faced makes it imperative that all 
agencies work together to maximise resources available to build 
up the community, with schools having a crucial part to play in the 
joining-up process. In both case study communities, the local 
Education Action Zones have co-ordinated projects devised by all the 
schools jointly in a bo� om-up way, using extra government funding. 
It has not only been perceived to increase local school co-operation 
but has also made possible a certain amount of school engagement 
with other agencies and organisations.

However, this process of joining-up is extremely diffi  cult, particu-
larly given the challenging nature of school delivery in these types of 
communities. Also, so numerous are the local initiatives, that mak-
ing sense of the totality of local regeneration projects, to the benefi t 
of the local population, is extremely patchy. Where the needs are so 
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enormous, this lack of co-ordination is a very serious concern, as 
families require the maximisation of any available resources to 
improve their situation. Schools, too, tend to fi nd outside engagement 
a major diffi  culty, given their need to concentrate on the core educa-
tional task. However, whatever the blocks, ways do need to be found 
to increase co-ordination between initiatives, and schools arguably 
should be at the heart of a community’s regeneration eff orts, not at 
the margins.

Creating schools with genuinely comprehensive populations as 
transformational projects
In these two highly disadvantaged communities, large investments 
of public money to rebuild or repair the schools are currently taking 
place. Both secondary schools are due to be completely rebuilt, as are 
some of the primary schools. A large amount of community engage-
ment is taking place as a result, to look at the plans and their possible 
benefi ts locally. So this is a massive opportunity for schools not only 
to relaunch themselves and to engage more with their local area, but 
these projects are potential regeneration catalysts for their local areas 
in their own right.

In these types of communities, the tendency is for negative school 
reputations from the past to depress demand for places at local 
secondary schools, with many parents opting to send their children 
elsewhere. If these parents tend to be more middle class, as is true 
in one of the case study areas, this reduces the social mix of young 
people at secondary level, making it more diffi  cult to establish a 
genuine comprehensive school population. Tackling this trend is 
arguably an absolute imperative if these types of communities are to 
receive an education for their children of equal worth to those in more 
affl  uent areas. Tackling this issue of reputation is currently a major 
one in these two communities, with some success being achieved in 
turning this situation around.

Conclusion
These features of the two families of schools refl ect issues they 
have in common, with varying degrees of intensity or emphasis, as 
would be expected. As they are located in diff erent local education 
authority areas, there are bound to be some diff erences of 
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emphasis in education policy and diff erent histories aff ecting either 
area’s schools.   

Emerging major diff erences

Behaviour policy
In Area A, there is a general view amongst the educational lead-
ers, including the co-ordinator of the Education Action Zone, that 
focusing on behaviour as an issue in its own right should be avoided. 
Rather the schools tend to deal with the issue individually, but with 
teaching and learning being the main focus of their a� ention, with 
some general success. 

In Area B, the issue is far more up-front and clearly a ma� er of 
concern locally, with “sharp-edged kids” being a major issue, in 
spite of the a� ention being given to it through the E.A.Z. and the 
Behaviour Improvement Programme. Diff erences of view about best 
ways to include pupils eff ectively in the mainstream schools, with-
out damaging other children’s educational chances, make progress 
in this community arguably more problematic.

Degrees of fragility
In spite of the similar levels of deprivation being experienced in both 
areas, Area B appears to be more fragile in some respects than Area 
A. Certainly, the outcomes being achieved in the secondary schools 
are diff erent (with Area A’s results being be� er). Also, it may be that 
the longer experience of developing holistic school and inter-agency 
solutions in Area A has led to these changes being more embedded, 
with a positive eff ect on the schools as a result.

Schools in government “special measures”
Whilst both communities have had schools in this category of 
“failure” at various times, the schools in Area B have had more of 
them and more recently. As this process is so traumatic for the schools 
concerned (with possible closure happening if things do not improve 
markedly), it may be that the more se� led experience in Area A, 
together with the longer time in post of key leadership fi gures there, 
(including the very infl uential head teacher of the secondary school) 
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has helped this community to build strength incrementally over a 
longer period of time.

Pragmatism
In the secondary school in Area A, there arguably exists a fairly 
se� led, calm and pragmatic approach, within a volatile context. It 
tends to concentrate on what is believed will work best, both short 
and long-term, coming up with innovative and practical solutions 
to complex problems. The prevailing ideals of child-centredness 
and high-quality curriculum delivery are linked to the practice in a 
coherent way. In Area B’s secondary, they have such a challenging 
environment that the high commitment and ideals of many leading 
staff  are hard to carry out in practice. As the nature and perform-
ance of the two schools have an inevitably profound infl uence on 
the character of their feeder primaries, what happens in these two 
schools is bound to have knock-on eff ects local.

Comprehensive nature of the secondary schools
Currently Area A’s secondary school is over-subscribed,  with it 
retaining its catchment area pupils and achieving a broadly compre-
hensive intake. Area B’s secondary is under-subscribed, and skewing 
its school population to the more deprived end of the spectrum, with 
pupils excluded from other secondary schools being placed there 
as well, compounding the deprived and challenging nature of the 
pupils in the school. In eff ect Area A’s secondary school is at a stage 
further on in its development, having improved its reputation and 
results in advance of acquiring new buildings. In Area B, in spite 
of some progress being made in recent years, it is hoped that the 
impetus being aff orded by new buildings will help to fi nally turn 
round the school’s reputation and help to create a truly comprehen-
sive school at that stage.

Community engagement
There is a diff erent pa� ern of success with community engagement 
in the two case study areas. In Area A, the secondary appears to have 
made most progress in reaching out to its community, whilst in Area 
B it is one of the primary schools that has arguably achieved greater 
progress in this regard.  
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Issues for further examination
This paper outlines some major dilemmas and problems occurring 
in these two case study communities. However, it is crucial that best 
practice examples, too, can be potentially applied to other similar 
situations. Certainly in the leadership area, there are dimensions 
of perceived outstanding leadership that can be of potential huge 
benefi t in other similar situations. This also applies to the issue of 
parental/community engagement, as well as the whole ma� er of the 
school’s role in working with other organisations in a community, 
together with its place as an agent of local regeneration.

The issue of “sharp-edged kids” is also a pressing one. It may be that 
the internal health of a school needs to be the over-riding concern in 
a situation where best eff orts of staff  appear to be inadequate to eff ect 
a large enough change in the critical mass of disaff ection in a school’s 
population. Ways of dealing with this situation need to be looked 
at in a highly practical manner between the schools and the local 
education authority, to enable schools to cope with this problem, 
with head teachers and their staff  being listened to and workable 
solutions found to meet the needs of challenging pupils and young-
sters with severe diffi  culties.

The whole issue of how best to build a school’s reputation in highly 
disadvantaged communities and the best way to create genuinely 
comprehensive schools within the framework of parental choice is a 
very pressing one also. If this issue is not tackled, unfe� ered 
parental choice will make the establishment of truly comprehensive 
education and equal educational opportunities for all a far-off  reality, 
particularly for children from highly disadvantaged communities. 
It may be that the example of how Area A has tackled the situation 
contains lessons that can be more universally applied, given that they 
have created an over-subscribed, comprehensive school without the 
benefi t of a re-launch of any kind.

October 2004 
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Abstract:
This article connects theoretical perspectives on cognition with educational 
practice. The aim is to provide an overview of the role of the cognitive style 
in learning contexts, and to provide examples of how knowledge of the 
cognitive style can be utilized to facilitate learning and the realization of 
European education goals in practice at the grass root level of everyday 
teaching and learning. The article describes a cognitive style model and 
its theoretical underpinnings. The model integrates a multitude of style 
dimensions into a unidimensional bipolar construct including an intuitive 
– analytic cognitive style dimension. Criticism of this model is targeted at 
the construct in which the intuitive and the analytic dimension are exclusive of 
each other. Practical implications of the cognitive style diff erences for learn-
ing are discussed. 

Keywords: Cognitive theory, Cognitive style, Information 
processing, Learning strategy, Intuition, Analysis

Abstrakt (Swedish) 
Artikeln sammanbinder teoretiska perspektiv på kognition med utbildnin-
gens praktiska frågeställningar. Sy� et är a�  förse läsaren med en överblick 
av kognitiva stilars roll i olika inlärningsmiljöer och a�  ge exempel på hur 
kunskap om kognitiva stilar kan utny� jas för a�  befrämja inlärning och 
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förverkligandet av europeiska utbildningsmål i praktiken inom undervisn-
ing och inlärning på gräsrotsnivå. Artikeln beskriver en kognitiv stil mod-
ell och dess teoretiska utgångspunkter. Modellen integrerar mångfalden 
av kognitiva stilmodeller i forskningsli� eraturen till en endimensionell, 
bipolär konstruktion innehållande en intuitiv och en analytisk dimension. 
Kritik har i främsta hand riktats mot a�  i modellen ses analytisk och intuitiv 
kognitiv stil som uteslutande av varandra. I artikeln diskuteras praktiska 
konsekvenser för inlärning genom olika kognitiva stilar. 

Nyckelbegrepp: kognitiv teori, kognitiv stil, informationsbear-
betning, inlärningsstrategi, intuition, analys

Characteristic of our postmodern era is the emphasis on self-
management, acceptance of greater individual freedom over action, 
less obvious supervision, judgment and co-operative problem-solving, 
and networking (Becke�  & Hager 2002, 75). In agreement with the 
principles of the learning organization and lifelong learning there is 
a strong emphasis on knowledge building and knowledge manage-
ment in contemporary society. This article is concerned with connect-
ing a theory of learning with educational practice in order to under-
stand and promote the prerequisites for lifelong learning. The aim 
is to show how knowledge about cognitive styles and their impact 
in learning and work contexts can be utilized to facilitate both indi-
vidual and organizational learning and to facilitate the realization of 
national and European education goals.

The article ties the cognitive theory and the practice of teaching and 
learning. The concept of the cognitive style o� en appears confusing 
as a result of the multitude of independent style theories and models, 
which apparently lack integration. The cognitive style model 
presented and discussed here is an a� empt to integrate a number of 
existing style models into one theoretical construct in order to bring 
coherence into the disperse fi eld.

What is Cognitive Style?
Cognitive styles are high-level heuristics that organize and control 
behaviour across situations (Messick 1978, 6-9). Thus, cognitive 
styles organize lower-level strategies, operations and dispositions, 
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including abilities in complex sequential processes, such as problem-
solving and learning. Miller’s (1987) defi nition ties in the contextual 
aspect of cognitive style: “[Cognitive styles are] broad dispositions 
and higher-order ‘meta-strategies’ that infl uence the individual’s 
a� empt to adjust to situational demands.” (ibid. 265.). The focus 
of cognitive style is on the form rather than on the content of the 
activity. Cognitive style refers to the question of how, manner in 
which behaviour occurs, rather than what, the kind of information 
being processed (Messick 1978), which, in essence, refers to abilities. 

Ability-related factors lend themselves be� er to measurement. On 
the one hand, performance usually improves as the ability needed 
for that particular task improves or increases. Cognitive style, on the 
other hand, can facilitate or inhibit optimal performance of a task. 
(Riding & Rayner 1998.) The learning style, again, is exclusively 
related to approaches in a learning situation.

In the following, Allinson and Hayes’ (1996) cognitive style model 
featuring an intuitive-analytic dimension is discussed. The model 
clarifi es similarities and diff erences between diff erent cognitive style 
dimensions identifi ed in the literature base, and it represents the 
cognition centred research approach . 

The Intuition-Analysis Dimension of Cognitive Style
In their model, Allinson and Hayes (1996) a� empt to sort out the 
apparent overlap in style dimensions and integrate the many 
concepts of cognitive style in the vast but disperse research base. 
Depending on whether the activity is situated in the le�  or the 
right hemisphere of the brain styles are categorized as analytic (le�  
hemisphere) or holistic/intuitive (right hemisphere). The model 
distinguishes between similarities and diff erences in style dimen-
sions, and relates the dimensions to the activities involving perception, 
thinking and memory, and the interaction between these. The 
integrated model is described in table 1.

Perception includes the actions of pa� ern recognition and paying 
a� ention. Pa� ern recognition is the process of comparing stimuli 
to the information that has been previously stored in memory. The 
cognitive style dimension levelling-sharpening describes the 
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activity of pa� ern recognition. Paying a� ention means concentration 
of mental activity on certain aspects of the stimuli. The style dimen-
sion fi eld dependence-independence describes the activity of paying 
a� ention. 

Thinking is the process by which stored information and stimuli are 
transformed and manipulated in order to fi t the pursuit of a goal 
or task at hand. The process includes the activities of classifi cation, 
analogical reasoning and judgment. Classifi cation refl ects the 
acquisition of conceptual categories. The cognitive style dimension 
holist-serialist describes the activity of classifi cation. Analogical 
reasoning refl ects an individual‘s inclination to use similarity or 
dissimilarity between elements in an analogous situation. The 
cognitive style dimension literal analytical–poetic synthetic describes 
the activity of analogical reasoning. Judgment is a process of 
decision-making, where the decision can be based either on a 
systematic treatment of information provided, or referring back to, 
o� en subjective, experiences. The cognitive style dimension logical-
intuitive describes the activity involved in judgment.

Memory processes involve the elements of representation, organiza-
tion and retrieval. Concepts are thought to assume diff erent codes, 
and the preferences for certain types of memory codes, verbal or 
imagery, exhibit individual diff erences in representation. The 
cognitive style dimensions verbal-visual and analytic-analogue 
describes the activity of representation. The structuring and 
organization of information refl ects cognitive complexity or simplicity. 
The style dimension cognitive complexity-cognitive simplicity 
describes the activity of organization. Retrieval of information is the 
search through the conceptual networks involving the activation and 
the exceeding of thresholds of concept nodes. The degree to which 
the activation is controlled is the basis for individual diff erences in 
information retrieval. The cognitive style dimension convergence-
divergence describes the activity of retrieval.

A tendency to use verbal or analytical approaches in problem-
solving has been regarded as evidence of le� -sided hemispheric-
ity while spatial and holistic approaches have been regarded as 
evidence of right-sided hemisphericity (Springer & Deutsch 1985, 
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239). Physiological evidence has been found for the connection 
between information-processing (wholist-analytic and verbal-
imagery) and brain cortical activity (Riding, Glass, Butler & Pleydell-
Pearce 1997; Riding 1998). 

Table 1. An integrated model of cognitive style.

Le�  hemisphere cognitive 
style

Cognitive 
Process

Right hemisphere 
cognitive style

- fi eld independence
- levelling

PERCEPTION - fi eld dependence
- sharpening

- literal-analytical
- logical
- serialist

THINKING - poetic-synthetic
- intuitive
- holist

- verbal
- analytic
- converging

MEMORY - visual
- analogue
- diverging

= ANALYTIC
STYLE DIMENSION

- compliant
- favours a structured approach 
to problem solving
- depends on systematic 
methods of exploration
- recalls verbal and wri� en 
material well
- works best when the situation 
requires step by step 
systematic assessment

Characteris-
tics

= INTUITIVE
STYLE DIMENSION

- nonconformist
- prefers an open-
ended approach to 
problem solving
- relies on random 
methods of explora-
tion of the environ-
ment
- remembers spatial 
images well
- works best when the 
situation requires 
global or holistic 
assessment
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Critique of the Intuition-Analysis Style Dimension
The strength of the model is that it links individual diff erences in 
cognitive processes horizontally with specifi c cognitive styles. 
Vertically it assigns cognitive diff erences according to the hemispheric 
(le�  and right) activity and associated superordinate style (analytic 
and holistic/intuitive). A problem is that holistic/intuitive style easily 
receives a negative connotation if regarded as a lack of analytic style. 
Holistic/intuitive style may, again, be seen as a capacity for 
imaginative and creative thinking, and is sometimes used synony-
mously with global and integrative cognitive processes. There is 
however a qualitative diff erence. Holistic/intuitive thinking may 
sometimes include impressionistic features, whereas integrative 
thinking implies the tendency to pull together details in order to 
construct a broad picture of reality. This kind of thinking is versatile, 
including both analytic and holisti/intuitive capabilities. (Miller 1987, 
164.) 

According to Hayes and Allinson (1994) le�  and right hemisphere 
cognitive styles are two ends (analytic and intuitive) of a unidi-
mensional, bipolar construct. The analytic and the intuitive are 
regarded as exclusive of each other. The possibility of versatility is not 
taken into account. This aspect was recently critiqued by Hodgkin-
son and Sadler-Smith (2003), who announced a two-factor, unipolar 
construct of cognitive style. A similar hypothesis is supported in 
Löfström (manuscript).

The authors of the integrated model (Hayes, Allinson, Hudson 
& Keasey 2003) relied on Simonton’s (1980) conceptualization of 
conditional probabilistic thinking in order to justify the unidi-
mensional assumption. Simonton sets up a single dimension that 
captures conscious analysis and preconscious automatic association 
(intuition). The distribution of conditional probabilities determines 
whether analytic or intuitive thinking predominates. As conditional 
probability increases, associations become more obvious and moves 
from non-consciousness and infra-consciousness towards conscious-
ness and ultra-consciousness. 

Thinking processes at the infra-conscious level are open to new 
associations and ideas, and do not lend themselves to logical 
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manipulation. Infra-conscious associations dominate for individuals 
with an intuitive cognitive style. Infra-conscious associations have 
vague perceptual expectancies. A stimulus can be complex, novel, 
surprising, or incongruent without appearing out of line with past 
experiences resulting in a low level of arousal. 

Conscious processes are those that can be communicated and are 
subjected to discrete, logico-symbolic intervention. For individu-
als with an analytic cognitive style, conscious or ultra-conscious 
associations predominate. Because conscious associations require 
higher conditional probabilities, analysts have well-defi ned expect-
ancies for diff erent stimuli. Stimuli that do not fi t with the probabil-
istic expectancies increase arousal. As the level of arousal increases, 
associations with lower probabilities become excluded. The analyst 
thus tends to rely on conscious and rational thought that can be 
communicated. (Simonton 1980.)

Either one’s research supports uni- or two-dimensional assump-
tions or one accepts the concepts as theoretical tools and devices, the 
problem of dividing thinking-processes into types or dichotomies 
prevails. Keeping in mind the complexity-reducing nature of typolo-
gies, these may still provide potential ways of conceiving thinking. 
In a useful quote, Lohman and Bosma (2002) remind us: 

Categories are o� en nothing more than convenient fi ctions – arbi-
trary parsings of a continuous space that enable us to communicate 
with one another. …because of this need to communicate, we will 
always have a need for such category labels. The trick is to remember 
not to be mislead into taking literally what we say. (ibid. 143.)

Cognitive Style in Context – Practical Implications
Cognitive style models have provided a framework for researchers 
interested in the cognitive aspect of learning. Studies on cognitive 
style have o� en focused on how academic performance in diff er-
ent subject areas and preferred mode of instruction are infl uenced 
by style. The studied groups have o� en consisted of elementary 
school children or undergraduate college students. Most of the 
existing measures have been developed for such samples. Focus has 
been on the relationship between cognitive style and performance in 
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diff erent subject areas, and research has provided indications about 
preferences regarding subjects and style. Researchers have shown 
an interest in broadening this line of research into learning in work 
contexts (cf. Hayes & Allinson 1998; Sadler-Smith & Badger 1998; 
Hill, Puurula, Sitko-Lutek & Rakowska 2000; Löfström 2000).

In order to facilitate learning, Tinajero and Páramo (1998) stress 
the importance of taking into consideration individuals’ abilities of 
analysis and the need of diff erentiation between relevant and 
irrelevant elements of learning materials. They encourage the use 
of clearly structured didactic materials to reinforce the structure in 
cases where organization is less evident. Further, the researchers 
emphasize the importance of the understanding of individual’s 
current knowledge and the establishment of connections between 
existing and newly-acquired knowledge. They propose diverse 
operations with the information that is to be learned, and the encour-
aging of active involvement of the individual in the learning process. 
These actions, each of which involves knowledge of cognitive style, 
support the realization of European education policy goals on the 
practical level. Riding and Rayner (1998) suggest the introduction of 
style-based pedagogy with style-based diff erentiation in the class-
room.

Knowledge about cognitive style can be accommodated into train-
ing through diff erent approaches. An adaptive approach matches 
the style of the trainer/supervisor and trainee. A balanced approach 
provides a balanced training design to accommodate as many 
dimensions of style as needed. A strategic approach encourages 
trainees to develop their strategies to make learning tasks be� er 
suitable for them. The recognition of one’s strengths and weakness-
es lead to the formation of strategies on how to cope in situations 
requiring diff erent information processing modes. Teachers, trainers 
and human resources managers have an important role in helping 
students and trainees become self-directed learners. Three stages 
of individual learning strategy acquisition can be distinguished: 
sensing and preferring, selecting, and strategy development. 
Sensing and preferring refers to the individual’s sense of compla-
cency, which is related to the mode of presentation of the learning 
task, the structuring of the task, and the social context of the learning 
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situation. When the individual’s awareness of his or her cognitive 
style increases, he or she becomes more selective in choosing 
material, upon which the following strategies are developed:

• the translation strategy, that is, the recasting of material 
presented to suit one’s own style,

• the adaptation strategy, that is, the mode of 
information processing is rearranged to suit 
environmental demands, and

• the reduction strategy, that is, the reduction of 
information processing load by choosing strategies to 
minimize the information processing load and thus free 
more processing capacity of the brain for other tasks. 

A trainer can help a trainee become aware of the demands of the 
learning situation, and provide the learner with helpful strategies. 
(Sadler-Smith 1997; Sadler-Smith & Badger 1998.) 

The degree and consequences of matching and mismatching of 
cognitive styles has been the interest of many researchers. Focus has 
been on a) matching people according to styles, and b) matching 
people and environments. A� raction to certain jobs is believed to be 
related to a person’s preferred information processing style. People 
gravitate towards jobs the requirements of which they believe are 
in tune with their abilities and predispositions. But not always are 
people aware of their information-processing styles, let alone, those 
favoured by diff erent jobs and environments. (Hayes & Allinson 
1998.) 

Conceptually closely related to the matching concept is the notion 
of orchestration (cf. Meyer 1991), which encompasses individual 
diff erences in study approaches in relation to their learning environ-
ment or context. The orchestration manifests itself as conceptual con-
sonance or dissonance. Typical of the dissonant study orchestration 
is an atypical, theoretically unfi t combination of aspects of studying 
(Lindblom-Ylänne 2003, 63.) Research shows that there is a relation 
between dissonant study approaches and poor study success (cf. 
ibid.). 
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The concepts versatile style and whole-brain approach (Sadler-Smith 
& Badger 1998, 252) have been used to describe the employment of 
cognitive strategies eff ectively in particular situations. The concept 
of versatile style supports the idea of a two- or multidimensional 
construct of cognitive style. Sensitivity towards the needs of 
individuals with diff erent cognitive aptitudes certainly facilitates 
the learning for a greater number of individuals. Accommodating 
learning situations with the model presented in this article in mind 
should provide greater learning opportunities to a greater number of 
individual learners.

Footnotes:
1 Grigorenko and Sternberg (1995), identify three main approaches: the 
cognition-centered, the personality-centered and the learning-centered ap-
proaches.
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Abstract
The main issue which the paper is addressing is the category of social capital 
in relation to education. In the year 2002, education and training was 
accepted as the fi eld with the highest priority of the Lisbon strategy. This 
paper emphasizes three fundamental conditions for the development of 
society and individual: access to education, achievements in education, 
transition and dissemination of knowledge. The paper assumes that in these 
three main points the social capital is associated with education. Social 
capital of both individuals and society is perceived as a resource for their 
development, also in the fi eld of education. This paper is trying to fi nd out 
the importance of the social capital concept for development of contemporary 
European education and training systems. It emphasizes the main issue, 
which is the defi nition of social capital, while applying the concept to the 
new fi eld. 
The main research question of the paper, which is how theoretical 
assumptions on social capital are refl ected in contemporary European 
education policies, is being explored through the method of content and 
textual analyses of the process on common European objectives for the year 
2010. The paper argues the researching of the concept of social capital in the 
education fi eld and determines that we can reveal the presence of category of 
social capital at numerous occasions in education policies. It also determines 
the suitability of the concept of social capital for clarifi cation of certain 
occurrences in education and its usability, which is particularly emphasized 
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for clarifi cation of achievements in education. The author of this paper is 
upgrading Coleman’s theoretical assumptions by discussing the relation 
between social and human capital. Throughout the paper, the author also 
indicates some of the dilemmas of contemporary education policies.

Abstract (Slovenian)
Prispevek obravnava kategorĳ o socialnega kapitala v povezavi z 
izobraževanjem. Leta 2002 je bilo izobraževanje in usposabljanje, sprejeto 
kot prioritetno področje v celotni lizbonski strategĳ i. Prispevek izpostavlja 
dostop do izobraževanja, uspeh v izobraževanju ter prenos in širjenje znanja 
kot tri temeljne pogoje v razvoju družbe in posameznika. Predpostavlja, da 
se v teh treh točkah socialni kapital povezuje z izobraževanjem. Socialni ka-
pital, tako posameznika kot družbe, se razume kot resurs v njunem razvoju, 
tudi na področju izobraževanja. Ugotavlja se pomen koncepta za razvoj 
sodobnega evropskega izobraževanja in usposabljanja. Pri apliciranju kon-
cepta na novo področje, prispevek kot ključni problem izpostavlja, vprašanje 
defi nicĳ e socialnega kapitala, ki bo relevantna za področje izobraževanja. 
Osrednje raziskovalno vprašanje prispevka, kako se teoretične predpostavke 
o socialnem kapitalu kažejo v sodobnih evropskih edukacĳ skih politikah, 
raziskuje z metodo analize vsebine in tekstov Procesa o skupnih evropskih 
ciljih za leto 2010. Prispevek utemeljuje raziskovanje koncepta socialnega 
kapitala na področju izobraževanja in ugotavlja, da lahko na prisotnost kate-
gorĳ e socialnega kapitala v edukacĳ skih politikah sklepamo na več mestih. 
Ugotavlja tudi, da je koncept socialnega kapitala primeren za pojasnjevanje 
določenih pojavov v izobraževanju, še posebej se izpostavlja njegova uporab-
nost za pojasnjevanje uspeha v izobraževanju. Razpravo o povezavi med so-
cialnim in človeškim kapitalom avtorica navezuje na Colemanove teoretične 
predpostavke. Avtorica opozori tudi na nekatere dileme sodobnih edukaci-
jskih politik. 

Key words
social capital, human capital, education and training, education 
policies, access in education, achievements in education, transition 
and dissemination of knowledge.

Introduction and overview 
Throughout the paper the concept of social capital is trying to be 
applied to the education fi eld in the backdrop of the contemporary 
European education policies. The background of the discussion 
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is based on the notion that social capital is of a great value for the 
individual, the society and education in terms of their development 
and the ability to overcome their mutual confl icts. Education is the 
most important investment into human capital. That is understood 
as an individual’s source that manifests itself in knowledge, skills 
and qualifi cations. Human capital in contemporary society is one 
of the key factors for social and individual development. Contem-
porary developmental policies, therefore, include education among 
essential developmental strategies. The author emphasizes basic 
conditions for the development of society and individual: access to 
education, achievements in education, transition and dissemination 
of gained knowledge.

Access to education is of fundamental importance for development 
of human capital. Social capital is, when related to access to 
education, a very important issue. In the knowledge-based society, 
where the need for lifelong learning is a necessity, the individual 
reveals the high importance of social relations and networks, which 
are alleviating the access to education. The network structures are 
signifi cant for a modern society, which creates the need of accumu-
lating the up-to-date knowledge and at the same time a need for 
social capital and its usage (Baker, 2000). Social capital, as the 
opposite of human capital, is understood as a social source which is 
manifested through interpersonal relations and network structures. 
Slovenia follows the Lisbon strategy in her own development which 
is the knowledge-based society. In the knowledge-based societies, 
social capital is “enabling rapid connection of knowledge sources 
with users” (Strategy, 2004, p. 116). 

Furthermore, achievements in education are dependent on numer-
ous factors, among which there is also social capital. Theoretical 
backgrounds of conceptual discussions are Coleman’s assumptions 
on social capital and his hypothesis of social capital’s infl uence on 
human capital. Coleman (Schuller, Baron, Field, 2000) is linking the 
achievements in education with the level of social capital.  
Furthermore, for the development of a society and individual it is 
not suffi  cient just to possess gained knowledge, but also to put ac-
cents on the transition and dissemination of knowledge. In the con-
temporary society, the school has lost its economical function of pre-
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paring its students for employment. Education does not guarantee 
employment anymore. This  fact is posing a question, which education 
policies must face, and the question is what kind of knowledge do we 
need in a contemporary society and what kind of knowledge will we 
need in the future society. In relation to this issue Nan Lin (Merljak, 
2004) is dealing with questions such as: why does only one of fi ve 
graduates get a desired working position, who is he/she and how is 
he/she diff erent from the competition? Nan Lin says that the solution 
can be found in the social capital. Social capital is assuming lifelong 
usable knowledge. Among other essential aspects of social capital for 
the development of the society, Adam and Rončević (2003) are also 
stating that social capital is a catalyst of dissemination of human and 
intellectual capital. Transition and dissemination of knowledge are 
as important as the possession of knowledge. Human capital, which 
is not transitional and does not contribute to the development and 
solvability of social problems, is called “dead capital” (Gibbons and 
others, 1994, in Adam, Rončević, 2003).   In such perspective, social 
capital is understood as a source, which has a role of transmi� ing 
and disseminating knowledge. 
There is an important connection between social capital and all three 
conditions, which is emphasized as fundamental for the develop-
ment of society and the individual. 
By analyzing the process on common European objectives for the 
year 2010, the following research question as the main issue of this 
paper will be examined: how are theoretical assumptions on social 
capital refl ected in contemporary European education policies? 
The interest is to analyze whether there is a possibility to use social 
capital as a policy resource in contemporary education policies and 
as a tool for development of contemporary European education. 

Theoretical assumptions on social capital
During the last decade, a number of very diff erent fi elds found an 
interest in the concept of social capital. Throughout the numerous 
researches on social capital, the authors have discovered crucial 
correlations with diverse phenomena, which indicate a very 
wide utilization of this category. However, it has to be taken into 
consideration that applications of this concept are not so simple, as it 
may seem, despite its wide dissemination.
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Central assumptions of this theoretical framework say that interactions 
train the individuals to create communities, trust each other, tolerate 
and build social structures. 

Throughout the literature it can be noticed that social capital is 
being determined on the basis of diff erent theoretical directions and 
leading authors are leaning on various research fi elds, which result 
with unequal and sometimes even unclear defi nitions. Conceptual 
foundations of social capital theory were created by three classical 
authors: Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam.

Bourdieu defi nes social capital as “an aggregate of actual and potential 
resources related to possessing permanent networks of more or less 
institutionalized relations of mutual acquaintance and recognition 
or, in other words, related to membership in the community, which is 
off ering to its members a support consisted of collectively possessed 
capital, “reference”, which is providing them with the right to have 
confi dence in various meanings of this word” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 
248, in Adam and Rončević, 2003).

Coleman says, that social capital is “defi ned by its function. It is not 
a single entity but a variety of diff erent entities, with two elements 
in common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and 
they facilitate certain actions of actors – whether persons or corporate 
actors – within the structure” (Coleman, 2000, p. 20). One of his latest 
defi nitions is the concretisation of social capital as “the set of resources 
that inhere in family relations and in community social organization 
which are useful for the cognitive or social development of a child 
or young person. These resources diff er with diff erent persons and 
can constitute an important advantage for children and adolescents 
in the development of their human capital” (Coleman, 1994, in Field, 
2003, p.24).

Putnam’s defi nition states that social capital “refers to features of 
social organizations, such as trust, norms and networks that can 
improve effi  ciency of society by facilitating coordinated actions” 
(Putnam, 1993, in Field, 2003, p.31).
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The defi nitions of these three classical authors already diff er from 
another and they raise the interest resulting in a fl ood of new, 
diff erent defi nitions of the concept. Consequently, many disagreements 
arise in terms of what social capital actually is, as well as doubts 
about its validity, and consequently its actual applicability on such 
numerous fi elds which is being questioned because of such frequent 
usage. That is why we have to take into consideration the problems 
and the dilemmas around the concept’s defi nitions while applying 
it to a new fi eld. The central problem of this part of the paper is the 
question of the social capital defi nition, which would be relevant for 
the education fi eld. We argue that the question of defi nitions is not 
which one is correct and wrong but which of them can help to solve 
the research problem.  
Some authors, for example Adler and Kwon (2000), perceive the 
solution for the problem of defi ning social capital in se� ing mutual 
conceptual frame, based on diff erent defi nitions. Due to epistemo-
logical diff erences as well as diff erences of the context in which a 
certain defi nition was developed, the relevance of such concepts is 
questionable. 
Mainly because of mentioned diffi  culties, such as the problem with 
defi ning social capital, the conceptual research method seems even 
more useful. In that way we are proceeding from what social capital 
is and what it is not. In that process, meaningful compatibility with 
the fi eld within which we want to apply the concept, is of crucial 
importance. When we are positioning certain concepts into new 
frames, we must not restrict it and at the same time we have to 
preserve its fundamental origins. That is particularly important for 
the social capital concept.

Coleman’s research of social capital in the education fi eld is 
recognized as fundamental and very signifi cant. That is why we are 
quoting his theoretical assumptions on the concept of social capital 
and its infl uence on human capital. His theory supports further 
discussions about exposed dilemmas. His interest in social capital 
comes from the a� empt to clarify the link between social inequality 
and achievements in education – in high school. Among achievements, 
especially in certain groups, there is also a lower degree of a so-called 
“drop-out” rate. His conclusions  were unexpected and therefore 
a� racted enormous a� ention (Field, 2003). Customary parts of those 
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researches state that children, whose parents have be� er social and 
economic background, achieve higher success in education compar-
ing to those children with less a� ractive social and economic back-
ground. This o� en occurs because the family’s cultural and economic 
capital is being refl ected in human capital of children, precisely in 
their skills, knowledge and qualifi cations. Coleman warned about 
certain exceptions of this rule. His conclusions were unexpected and 
controversial, as they were saying that social capital could compen-
sate economic and social scarcity.  
In his work Social capital in the creation of human capital, which the 
researchers of social capital considers as an essential one, especially 
for education, Coleman presents his concept of social capital and its 
applicability on education. He presents social capital as an exceptional 
source of individual’s resources and is determining it through the 
structure of interpersonal relations. He emphasizes that social capital 
appears along with those changes in interpersonal relations, which 
stimulate the individual’s activity for the common benefi t. Coleman 
distinguishes a few forms of social capital: obligations, expectations 
and trustworthiness of structures, information channels, norms and 
aff ective sanctions. While proceeding from the essential idea about 
the infl uence of social capital to the human capital, he accentuates 
that the current social capital is infl uencing the human capital of the 
next generation. In this process the family social capital as well as 
the social capital, which parents create outside the family, have an 
important role. The family social capital has signifi cant functions 
in the child’s cognitive and social development. The family social 
capital is being determined by analyzing the relations between 
parents and children. Traditionally, the human capital of the parents 
is being measured by their education degree, which is then used as 
a basis for assuming the degree of the child’s human capital. The 
important part of the human capital’s development is also the 
economic capital, which is providing be� er conditions for the child’s 
education. Furthermore, the physical presence of the parents is 
also extremely important. Some families can compensate the lower 
education degree of the parents and the fi nancially uncomfortable 
position with a high degree of social capital and interest for the 
child’s education. The physical presence of parents also does not 
guarantee the child’s success, if they do not a� ach special importance 
and a� ention to the child’s education. Outside the family, parents 
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are forming social capital by being involved in social relations and 
institutions in the community. Reticence of social networks and 
moving of the family are of great signifi cance. The fi rst is of crucial 
importance for reciprocity participation of the parents on the 
basis of their common norms and for their close contacts in the 
community and the consequence of the la� er are children who change 
schools and have insuffi  cient contact among adults in the commu-
nity. Following Coleman’s empirical studies we can conclude, that 
there will be a fewer so-called “drop-out” rate if both parents partici-
pate in raising the child, if the parents a� ach special importance to 
the child’s education and if the family is not moving during child’s 
education, because in that way there is a possibility for establishing 
stable relationship between teachers and students, teachers and 
parents, between students’ parents and other adults in a wider 
community. Social capital is therefore understood as a resource 
potential and a possibility of the individual, which is available 
through social relations. Comparing to human and economic 
capital, which are in possession of the individual, Coleman empha-
sizes that social capital is a collective property, which is being built on 
the resources of the social structure. If it is used, its stock is increasing, 
if it is not used, the stock is decreasing. The benefi t of social capital 
goes to every member of the structure, which is conditioned by 
collective participation and action. From Coleman’s empirical conclu-
sions we can assume, that there is essential relationship between the 
individual’s social capital stock and its achievements in education. In 
addition to other two conditions for the development of society and 
the individual the main research question is followed.

How theoretical assumptions on social capital are refl ected in 
contemporary European education policies? 
The central research issue of the paper is how theoretical 
assumptions on social capital is refl ected in contemporary European 
education policies by analysing the process on common European 
objectives, which represents the background of contemporary 
European education policies. The results of the process are included 
among essential education policies in the European Union. They are 
up-to-date, focused on development and vision of the future, and 
supported by social transformations. Social changes have confronted 
education policies with the challenges of creating programs for 
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education and training systems. The fundamental task of the process 
is “to undertake a general refl ection on the concrete future objectives 
of education systems, focusing on common concerns and priorities 
while respecting national diversity“ (Presidency Conclusions, 2000, 
27. paragraph).

We have realised the analyses from the category of social cohesion, 
common objectives and European benchmarks for the year 2010.
During the content and textual analyses special a� ention is placed on 
associating each individual dimension and indicator of social capital 
with two characteristics of contemporary society and education 
policies: social cohesion and human capital.
Since the education has, in terms of developmental policies, a 
particularly important role in the growth of social cohesion, it is 
interested how education policies determine the source of invest-
ments in the area of interpersonal relations.
From the perspective of social challenges and occurrences, and in 
order to contribute to the Lisbon objective, the Education Council 
accepted 3 (three) strategic objectives  for the year 2010, which will 
ensure the foundation of mutual performance at the European level 
for the member countries. These are:

1. increasing the quality and eff ectiveness of education 
and training systems in the European Union, in the light 
of the new requirements of the knowledge society and 
the changing pa� erns of teaching and learning; 
2. facilitating the access of all to the education and train-
ing systems, in the light of the guiding principle of life-
long learning, fostering employability and career devel-
opment as well as active citizenship, equal opportunities 
and social cohesion;
3. opening up education and training systems to the 
wider world, in the light of the fundamental need to 
foster relevance to work and society and to meet the 
challenges resulting from globalisation. 

These strategic objectives are of fundamental importance for the 
research question. Furthermore, on February 14, 2002, the Educa-
tion Council accepted the proposed Detailed work program on the 
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follow-up on the objectives of education and training systems in 
Europe, also called “Objectives Report”. The confi rmation and 
acceptance of this document is considered a historical agreement 
with respect to the European education fi eld. The work program for 
realization of common objectives has been in the centre of all discus-
sions related to education policies. The work program divides those 
3 (three) long-term strategic objectives to 13 operative objectives  
and 42 key issues, which need to be solved in order to reach se� led 
assignments. 
The analysis of the progress measurement of the process is considering 
5 European benchmarks  (reference levels), which were accepted by 
the Education Council in May 2003 and which should be reached, 
in order to improve education and training systems in Europe, by 
the year 2010. Precisely, these benchmarks determine where Euro-
pean education and training should be in the year 2004  and the year 
2010. That is why European benchmarks are also important for these 
analyses.

Therefore the term social capital appears only once in the key 
documents of the process, throughout the analyses we have linked 
it with education through its dimensions. These are (Nahapiet, 
Ghoshal, 1998, in Baker, 2000) structural (social networks), cognitive 
(knowledge, language, communication) and relative (norms, trust) 
dimensions. The indicators are important: enlarging the social 
network, trust, reciprocity, cooperation, respect of the rules, involve-
ment in the groups, connection with other groups, included into 
contemporary European education policies. 

The fi ndings

1. Presence of the term
Throughout the analyses of the main documents of the process the 
conclusion is that the category of social capital in contemporary 
European education policies does not appear directly anywhere and 
the term social capital is used only once. In its report on the concrete 
future objectives of education and training, in the 30th paragraph, 
which is talking about partnership development in schools, the 
Commission uses the category of social capital: “Removing barriers 
to such partnerships can be a fruitful way of enabling education and 
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training institutions to make the best use of all resources – fi nancial 
and human capital as well as social capital – which are available to 
them” (European Commission, 2001, p.14). In all further documents 
it is impossible to trace the term social capital in this terminology.

2. The relation with the category of social cohesion
Social cohesion is a desirable consequence of education and training, 
and as well a social objective. Contemporary education strategies are 
aimed towards increase of social cohesion within the assumption 
of their mutual association and therefore they are consequently i.e. 
indirectly aimed towards the increase of the level of society’s social 
capital. “Since education and training are instruments in the hands 
of society, they should be used to develop the sort of society we want. 
This means that the education and training systems have to lead 
people to accept that racism and intolerance have no place in our 
society; that discrimination on any ground /…/ is unacceptable. As 
learning becomes more important in the knowledge society, and 
people are led to participate more actively in it, opportunities must 
open to them to access education and training” (Council, 2001, p. 13).

Among other tasks, the contemporary European education also 
involves the development of personal skills, which could be, in terms 
of the contents and theoretical assumptions on social capital indicators, 
included in the category of social capital. “The basic skills which 
society requires education and training to deliver are those which 
give an individual a secure foundation for life and work” (Council, 
2001, p.8). Apart from professional and expert qualifi cation, it also 
includes social and personal competencies i.e. those qualifi cations, 
“which enable people to work together and be active citizens” (ibid). 
In contemporary society professional knowledge and skills won’t be 
enough any more. The society as a whole is less unique as it was in 
the history, “so personal competencies (such as adaptability, 
tolerance of others and authority, team work, problem solving 
and risk taking, etc.) are most widely required if people are to live 
together in tolerance and respect for each other. The most important 
of these competencies is the ability to learn /…/ without which life-
long learning cannot exist” (ibid., p.9).
By taking the essential preferential place of the entire Lisbon 
strategy, education and training have confi rmed their contribution 
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to personal development and social cohesion growth. The European 
Commission wrote in 2002: “The creation of a cohesive and open 
European education and training area will be of utmost importance 
for the future of Europe and its citizens in the knowledge era and the 
globalised world” (European Commission, 2002, p.9).

We can conclude that education policies determine the investments 
into interpersonal relations by developing personal skills by training 
the individual in cooperation with others. We can also conclude that 
there is a possibility to fi nd the presence of the category of social 
capital within education policies indirectly through the category of 
social cohesion, precisely through strategies, which are appointed to 
benefi t the increase of social cohesion. Therefore it can be realised 
that there is a connection with a relative dimension of social capital. 
It is especially emphasised within the cooperation and its indicators 
of the category of social capital.

Due to theoretical assumptions on social capital it can be noticed the 
presence of the category of social capital on the level of the entire 
process. While realising its fundamental idea, which reaches the 
appointed development of European education and training by 
using the help of common objectives of all parties involved and by 
simultaneously considering their mutual diversity, we conclude that 
cooperation as the indicator of the category of social capital has a 
crucial role in the good practice exchange between the countries and 
it is therefore essential for the development of the contemporary 
concept of European education. It can be assumed that the problem 
of realisation of the common objectives within good practice 
exchange and the consideration of diversity is tightly connected with 
the social capital subject ma� er.

3. The relation with European benchmarks for the year 2010
Due to European benchmarks, which should be accomplished by 
the year 2010 in order to improve education and training systems, 
we can conclude that there is a tendency towards the increase of 
human capital, which is primarily refl ected within activities for the 
increase of education level of Europeans. The level of human capital 
in the year 2010 will be the main indicator of European education and 
training growth and the progress.  If we take into consideration the 
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conditions, which, as we assume, are stipulating the society’s and the 
individual’s development, then access to education and achievements 
in education arise as utmost important issues in relation to European 
benchmarks. We assume that those two conditions must be achieved 
in order to reach European benchmarks. 
Due to the second common strategic objective, facilitating the access 
of all to the education and training systems, we conclude that 
contemporary European education policies are acting in the direction 
of the fi rst emphasised condition. Numerous activities of the process 
are aimed towards the issue of the access to education and training. 
It is presumed that certain process activities, related to common 
objectives, indirectly infl uence the second condition i.e. achieve-
ments in education. 
However, due to the contemporary society signifi cance, whose 
characteristics are social cohesion and human capital on the one side 
and social exclusion and inequality on the other, it seems extremely 
important to consider the Coleman’s thesis on infl uence of social 
capital to human capital during the formation of contemporary 
European education. Due to his conclusions the social capital is very 
much related to achievements in education. 

4. The relation with common objectives
From certain common objectives one can presume the co-relation 
with particular dimensions of social capital. For example, from the 
objectives developing skills for the knowledge society and supporting 
active citizenship, equal opportunities and social cohesion, the 
indirect co-relation with the relative dimension of social capital is 
realised. From the objectives creating an open learning environment 
and improving foreign language learning, the indirect co-relation 
with cognitive dimension of social capital is realised. The objectives 
strengthening the links with working life and research, and society 
at large and increasing mobility and exchange, lead to indirect 
co-relation with the structural dimension of social capital. However, 
it is not possible to assume the present quantity of certain indicators 
of social capital within particular objectives. It is supposed that they 
are refl ected in concrete activities, considered by individual national 
systems and programmes.
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Assumptions
Due to the analyses of the process, it can be concluded that the 
category of social capital in contemporary European education 
policies is indirectly emerging through the category of social 
cohesion. European benchmarks for the year 2010 are opening 
questions related to the category of human capital. Certain com-
mon objectives lead us to co-relation with single dimensions of the 
category of social capital. 

Due to the assumptions on three conditions for the society and 
individual development and throughout the analyses it can be 
concluded that contemporary European education policies along 
with their numerous activities aim towards the realisation of the fi rst 
condition – access to education. However, during the middle term 
check-point in the year 2004, the involvement of lifelong learning 
was still very low. 
Therefore, we would like to emphasise the utmost importance of 
interest in education and training, especially of marginal groups.  
The European benchmarks for the year 2010 lead us to the second 
condition – achievements in education. Basically they are the way 
of measurement of society’s achievements in the increase of human 
capital.
Therefore there is also a dilemma, which is arising while thinking 
about a planned increase of the human capital level, which is the 
question about the value of human capital. The human capital is not 
determined only by education level, which is considered traditional 
thinking, but mainly by the education quality. However, it seems that 
numerous activities are fi rst of all aimed towards the increase of the 
education level of Europeans. 
The issue of the third condition – knowledge transition and dissemi-
nation is connected with encouragement of the employment and 
development of professional paths. 
Among common objectives in this connection are strengthening the 
links with working life and research, and society at large. Due to 
the signifi cance of contemporary society, where school is loosing its 
economic function, it is necessary to face the key issues related with 
the mentioned objective. The connection between school and knowledge 
consumers (in relation with all professions and not only economy) 
with regard to this problem, is crucial. 
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The emerging dilemma is connected with co-relation between theory 
and practice. The permanent presence of confl icts between demands 
the search for strategies which would contribute to overcome this 
gap. One of those strategies could be represented by the practical 
experience of knowledge agents and formers of education policies. 
If you have practical experiences it is much easier to connect theory 
to practice and vice versa. In Slovenia, this exposed problem is very 
wide. 

Conclusion
The Lisbon strategy has put forward huge challenges in terms 
of forming the programs for the reconstruction of the education 
systems both at the European and national level. On February 14, 
2002 the Education Council has agreed upon the objectives , which 
should be realized until the year 2010 and should positively infl u-
ence the citizens and the entire European Union. These objectives 
are ambitious and realistic. They represent the beginning of the new 
period in the development of education and training in European 
Union, which is based on diff erent systems with common objectives. 
These objectives are the guidelines and inspiration within the 
reforms. They encourage the progress in particular countries as well 
as the development of the activities at the level of the entire Euro-
pean Union. 
The biggest challenge – the common objectives on education and 
training fi eld - is the realisation of the agreed common objectives 
in diff erent national systems both for Europe and each country and 
therefore also for Slovenia. The biggest accent is placed on constructive 
cooperation among countries. Preservation of national particularities 
is a hard task for each country, which assumes respectability of 
diff erences by other countries and Europe as whole. Only mutual 
learning can bring positive prosperity for a particular country as 
well as the common knowledge society. Common acting on the basis 
of mutual cooperation is providing a possibility for each individual 
country of not being alone in the process of education development. 
On the other hand, a constant comparison can cause competition, 
which might lead the countries away from se� led objectives.

Due to the fi ndings that European benchmarks are linked to the 
human capital, Coleman’s (Coleman, 2000, Field, 2003) realisation 
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that social capital crucially infl uences human capital and Adam and 
Rončević’s defi nition of social capital as the catalyst of human capital, 
the social capital could be used as the policy resource in education 
policies, especially in clarifi cation of achievements in education. 
Due to the conclusions that contemporary European education 
policies are dealing with the issues related to the access to education, 
achievements in education and knowledge transition and dissemina-
tion, which is regarded essential for the social and individual devel-
opment, and due to the assumption that social capital is in crucial 
relation with all three conditions, the concept relevancy in terms of 
education policies are confi rmed.
There is no doubt that the concept of social capital would essentially 
infl uence the development of contemporary European education. 
If the social capital is a value, and it is comprehended as a crucial 
resource of the individual’s life and society at large, then it should 
be marked as one of the concepts within education policies, since 
the education is included as the top-priority both in individual’s and 
society’s development. Therefore the European benchmarks for the 
year 2010 will be the direct indicators of the development in educa-
tion and training and due to the assumptions of the fi rst middle-term 
report on the process from the year 2004, which states that some of 
the countries and consequently entire Europe will hardly accomplish 
the appointed common objectives considering the conclusions of this 
Paper, one must assume, that the performance of the education 
policies  in accordance with the resources of social capital would 
positively contribute to the appointed common objectives and to 
education and training development.      
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Footnotes:
1 Especially in his early work Adolescent society.
2 Council, 2001, p.7; Commission, 2002, p.12.
3 Overview of 13 objectives, directed into 3 long-term objectives:

(1) Improving the quality and eff ectiveness of education and training sys-
tems in the EU:

1.1: Improving education and training for teachers and trainers
1.2: Developing skills for the knowledge society
1.3: Ensuring access to ICT for everyone
1.4: Increasing recruitment to scientifi c and technical studies
1.5: Making the best use of resources
(2) Facilitating the access of all to the education and training systems:
2.1: Creating an open learning environment
2.2: Making learning more a� ractive
2.3: Supporting active citizenship, equal opportunities and social cohe-

sion
(3) Opening up education and training systems to the wider world:
3.1: Strengthening the links with working life and research, and society 

at large
3.2: Developing the spirit of enterprise
3.3: Improving foreign language learning
3.4: Increasing mobility and exchange
3.5: Strengthening European cooperation – Detailed work programme on 

the follow-up of the objectives of education and training systems in 
Europe (2002).

4 The benchmarks are drawn from Lisbon conclusions and are as follows:  
- an EU average rate of no more than 10% early school leavers should be 
achieved;
- the total number of graduates in mathematics, science and technology in 
the EU should increase by at least 15% while at the same time the level of 
gender imbalance should decrease;
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- at least 85% of 22 years olds in the EU should have completed upper 
secondary education;
- the percentage of low-achieving 15 years olds in reading literacy in the 
EU should have decreased by at least 20% compared to the year 2000;
- the EU average level of participation in lifelong learning should be at 
least 12,5% of the adult working age population (25-64 age group) - Indi-
cators and Benchmarks, 2004, p.14.

5 The year 2004 is seen as middle term of the Process
6 The following objectives are:

- the highest quality will be achieved in education and training and Europe 
will be recognized as a worldwide reference for the quality and relevance 
of its education and training systems and institutions;

- education and training systems in Europe will be compatible enough to 
allow citizens to move between them and take advantage of their diver-
sity;

- holders of qualifi cations, knowledge and skills acquired anywhere in the 
EU will be able to get them eff ectively validated throughout the Union 
for the purpose of career and further learning;

- Europeans, at all ages, will have access to lifelong learning;
- Europe will be open to cooperation for mutual benefi ts with all other re-

gions and should be the most-favored destination of students, scholars 
and researchers from other world regions - European Commission, 2002, 
p.4.
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Abstract
This article focuses on developing a research design for studying the eff ect 
of a school social context on young people’s religious minority identity. The 
reported research is an exploratory case study on Seventh-day Adventist 
teenagers in Finland. The eff ect of school social context on young people’s 
identity and self-esteem has been previously studied by Umaña-Taylor 
(2004) among an ethnic minority, detecting a more salient ethnic identity 
among young people representing a minority in their school social context, 
comparing to those a� ending an ethnically diverse school or those representing 
a majority in the school they a� end. 

This study aims to explore what kind of results a comparable research design 
would expose for the religious identity of Adventist young people representing 
a religious minority in diff erent school social contexts, i.e. in mainstream 
vs. denominational Adventist schools. The measure used was of a 4-point 
Likert-scale format based on Phinney’s (1992, 2004) Multigroup Ethnic 
Identity Measure (MEIM) and Rosenberg’s (1979) Self-Esteem Scale. 

A� er presenting an overview, method and information on data gathering, the 
article introduces some preliminary results, suggesting that 1) Adventism 
is an important part of these young people’s identity, 2) that the strength of 
religious identity is not strongly linked to these young people’s self-esteem, 
and 3) that the religious minority identity is not notably context-specifi c but 
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the young people have learned to negotiate their religious minority identity 
in the changing social contexts. 

Keywords: religious identity, young people, religious minority, 
school social context, denominational schools, Adventism

Arniika Kuusisto
Artikkelissa kehitetään tutkimusasetelmaa tarkastelemaan koulun sosiaal-
isen kontekstin vaikutuksia nuorten uskonnolliseen vähemmistöidentiteet-
tiin. Tutkimus on kartoi� ava tapaustutkimus, joka on toteute� u Advent-
tikirkon toiminnassa mukana olevien nuorten parissa Suomessa. Koulun 
sosiaalisen kontekstin vaikutusta nuorten identitee� iin ja itsetuntoon on 
aiemmin tutki� u etnistä vähemmistöä edustavien nuorten keskuudessa. 
Umaña-Taylorin (2004) tutkimuksessa etninen identitee� i oli vahvempi 
niillä nuorilla, jotka edustivat koulussaan etnistä vähemmistöä, verra� una 
nuoriin, joiden koulussa oppilaiden etninen tausta on heterogeeninen tai 
niihin, jotka edustavat etnistä enemmistöä. 

Tämä tutkimus pyrkii kartoi� amaan, minkä suuntaisia tuloksia sa-
mankaltainen tutkimusasetelma toisi nuorten uskonnollisen vähemmistöi-
dentiteetin suhteen. Tutkimuksessa verrataan adventistinuorten identiteet-
tiä suhteessa heidän koulunsa sosiaaliseen kontekstiin, i.e. siihen, käyvätkö 
he Adven� ikirkon ylläpitämää vai yleisopetuksen koulua. Tutkimuksessa 
käyte� y mi� ari pohjautuu Umaña-Taylorin tutkimusasetelman tavoin 
neljäportaisen Likert-asteikon muodossa oleviin Phinneyn (1992, 2004) et-
nisen identiteetin MEIM-mi� ariin (Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure) 
ja Rosenbergin (1979) itsetunnon mi� ariin (Self-Esteem Scale). 

Johdannon ja aineistonkeruumenetelmien ohella artikkeli esi� elee alus-
tavia tutkimustuloksia. Ne vii� aavat siihen, e� ä 1) adventismi on tärkeä 
osa seurakunnan parissa toimivien nuorten identitee� iä, 2) uskonnollinen 
identitee� i ei ole vahvasti sidoksissa nuorten itsetuntoon, ja 3) uskonnol-
linen identitee� i ei näiden nuorten kohdalla ole ensisĳ aisesti kontekstisi-
donnainen, vaan he ovat oppineet neuvo� elemaan uskonnollista vähem-
mistöidentitee� iään muu� uvissa sosiaalisissa yhteyksissä.

Avainsanat: uskonnollinen identitee� i, nuoret, uskonnollinen vähemmistö, 
koulun sosiaalinen konteksti, seurakuntakoulut, adventismi
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Introduction
This article focuses on developing a research design for studying the 
eff ect of school social context on young people’s religious minority 
identity. The research is conducted among Seventh-day Adventist  
teenagers a� ending denominational and mainstream schools in 
Finland. Perspective is multidisciplinary, with viewpoints from 
education, social psychology and youth research. The objective is 
to fi nd out whether the sense of religious identity varies according 
to the social context of the school. In particular, if young people’s 
experienced Adventist identity is stronger or weaker depending 
on whether the teenagers affi  liated to the denomination represent 
minority or majority at their school. The concept ‘minority’ here 
refers to the people affi  liated with the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
, whereas ‘majority’ refers to the Finnish mainstream population, 
most of whom are affi  liated with the Evangelical Lutheran Church. 

The eff ect of school social context on young people’s identity and 
self-esteem has been previously studied by e.g. Umaña-Taylor (2004), 
who has examined the ma� er among an ethnic minority, namely 
Mexican-origin young people. She found a signifi cant relationship 
between ethnic identity and self-esteem and, although the eff ect 
sizes were small, her results suggest that among Mexican-origin 
youth ethnic identity and self-esteem are not context-specifi c but 
remain signifi cant regardless of the school social context. These 
results were found to diff er from previous research (e.g. Phinney 
1992) on White adolescents, among whom the relationship between 
ethnic identity and self-esteem was only found in contexts where 
the White youth did not represent a numerical majority. Umaña-
Taylor also discovered the adolescents’ ethnic identity more 
salient for young people representing an ethnic minority in their 
school social context, comparing to those a� ending an ethnically 
diverse school where they represent the largest ethnic group (45% 
of school population), and those in a clearly Latino-majority (96%) 
school. Also, adolescents a� ending the school with largest Latino 
population reported the lowest ethnic identity. These results are in 
line with previous research, even though the eff ect sizes were small. 
(Umaña-Taylor 2004, 142-144).
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This study aims to examine what kind of results a comparable 
research design would expose among religious minority youth in 
diff erent school social contexts. Even though Adventist young people 
do not essentially diff er from the mainstream population in ethnicity or 
appearance, having grown up more or less within a religious 
community with its specifi c lifestyle (e.g. dietary ma� ers, Sabbath 
observance) could be supposed to have an infl uence on these young 
people’s identity. 

More specifi cally, this article will examine, whether a) Adventism is 
a part of these young people’s identity, and if so, b) whether it is 
linked to self-esteem, and c) whether their religious minority identity 
is context-specifi c, that is, if it is aff ected by the social context of the 
school they a� end.

More than 99% of the comprehensive schools in Finland are run by 
local municipalities (Karvonen et al., 2004, 3). As in several other 
countries, there has been an ongoing discussion on the function and 
nature of religious education (R.E.) curriculum and the practicalities 
of organizing R.E. teaching in the public schools in Finland (Kallio-
niemi & Siitonen 2003, Siitonen & Kallioniemi 2003). The question 
has been addressed by the educational policy-makers in diff erent 
countries in a number of diff erent ways. These include maintaining 
R.E. as a universally taught subject, removing the subject from the 
curriculum and thus leaving the responsibility of R.E. teaching to 
parents and congregations, or providing a selection of optional 
curricula for diff erent world views. The last applies to the Finnish 
school system, in which the national curriculum off ers a choice of 
several alternatives alongside the mainstream Evangelical Lutheran 
one, Adventist religious education being one of these. 

Since the religious community is relatively small and sca� ered 
around the country, the amount of Adventist pupils in a certain 
school is not usually large enough to form separate teaching groups. 
Thus, mainstream schools do not generally provide Adventist R.E. 
for the pupils representing the denomination, and thus the Adventist 
children in mainstream schools commonly take part in the Lutheran 
R.E. teaching. The Finnish Seventh-day Adventist Church also runs 
several denominational schools with a subsidiary school status –
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presently four primary schools, three lower secondary schools, and a 
Sixth Form/upper secondary school– off ering Adventist R.E. in their 
curriculum. Thereby, Adventist families living within a reasonable 
distance from an Adventist school can choose between a denomina-
tional school and a mainstream one, or if not living near to one, they 
can send their 13-18 year-olds to an Adventist boarding school.

There are diff erent perceptions of the concept ‘identity’ with varying 
uses in diff erent fi elds of research. In psychological and sociological 
research the concept has mainly been used as a means of under-
standing sel� ood and individuality (Adams & Marshall 1996, 429). 
However, Côté and Schwartz (2002, 571) write that whilst psycholo-
gists have generally examined the processes at the intrapsychic level, 
sociologists have observed the macro-societal level. They have found 
a primary link between these two in that “individuation process can 
be operationalized in terms of agency in identity formation.” 

Levine (2003, 191) conceptualizes identity as “an ongoing psycho-
social process during which various characteristics of the self are 
internalized, labeled, valued, and organized.” Even though this 
process continues throughout life, adolescence has been seen as a 
phase with special importance to identity development (Kroger 
1996, 1). The processing nature of identity as an object of constant 
negotiations is especially apparent when the values and expectations 
in a home diff er greatly from those endorsed in the wider society 
(Schmälzle 2001, 30; van Hoof & Raaĳ makers 2004, 201), or when 
the individual lives concurrently in diff erent cultures (Sam & Virta 
2003, 213). 

Recent research has found growing evidence of a relationship 
between identity commitment and an individual’s sense of self-
continuity (Dunkel, in press, 2). Van Hoof and Raaĳ makers (2004) 
regard a sense of being the same person through time and social 
contexts as a central characteristic in identity formation, and, in line 
with the connection between identity and self-esteem utilized in 
Umaña-Taylor’s research, they also found a positive linear relationship 
between the spatial integration of identity and subjective well-being.
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Religion, as a cultural phenomenon and an expression of spiritual-
ity, can play a considerable role in structuring identity (Heimbrock 
2001, 64 ). Religious identity has been defi ned and measured in 
various ways. In this research, the concept is understood as a 
religious minority self-image and religious affi  liation; in line with 
the social identity theory, an individual’s membership in a particular 
religious community, rather than a psychological developmental 
status. From this perspective, identity development is tightly 
connected with the socialisation process, that is, the process of 
becoming a part of the group by learning its norms, customs and 
traditions. Tajfel (1981, 255) defi nes social identity as “that part of 
an individual which derives from his knowledge of his membership 
of a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional 
signifi cance a� ached to that membership.” Consequently, religious 
identity refers here to a religious minority identity that consists of 
the perceptions that people have concerning themselves as members 
of this particular religious denomination. 

Given that the social identity theory is not generally used as a basis 
of measures of religious identity and that the religious minority 
context has here been explicitly selected, any previously used 
measure did not apply to this study as such. Thereby, even though 
parts of the measure have been used rather extensively in previous 
research, the complete measure has not been utilized as such, which 
explains the exploratory nature of the analysis of this research. 

Study Framework
Umaña-Taylor (2004) measured ethnic identity using Phinney’s (1992, 
2004) Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) and self-esteem 
using Rosenberg’s (1979) Self-Esteem Scale. Both measures are in 
a 4-point Likert scale format. In this research, they were included 
in a more extensive questionnaire for Adventist young people. The 
Self-Esteem Scale was only slightly modifi ed linguistically from 
an existing Finnish translation previously used by Jaari (2004), but 
as MEIM is designed for measuring ethnic identity, it had to be 
modifi ed rather extensively for this specifi c research context, using 
both my personal knowledge on the religious community and the 
fi ndings of my previous research on Adventist young people 
(Kuusisto 2003). 
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As an example of the modifi cations, the MEIM statement “I have 
spent time trying to fi nd out more about my ethnic group, such as its 
history, traditions, and customs” was replaced by “I have spent time 
studying issues such as the doctrines or history of the denomination, 
or the writings of Ellen G. White  .” 

Because of the considerable amendment to the measure as well as 
the evident diff erences in research contexts, it is not an aim of this 
study to compare the results with the ones of Umaña-Taylor as the 
comparison could not be reliably performed. The aim is only to 
explore possible relationships in a relatively parallel research design, 
as a starting point for further research, especially when it comes to 
developing a measure of religious identity from social and cultural 
viewpoints. Therefore, the analysis of this study is not an exact 
duplication of the earlier research, but merely intends to chart the 
applicability of the research design to the religious minority context 
in order to fi nd tendencies and further questions for exploration.

As both original measures utilized in the questionnaire were in a 
4-point format from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”, the 
option “I don’t know” was not provided. However, a number of 
young people had in some instances drawn a circle around both / 
in between the two middle options (or in rare cases even in between 
some other two numbers, presumably indicating an answer of 3.5 
or 1.5). These choices were analyzed as 2.5 (etc.), so they were not 
removed from the data but were interpreted as was thought to be 
indicated by the participants.

The data was gathered in 2004 in a nationwide, denominational, 
teenagers’ summer camp organized on a campsite in Central 
Finland. A summer camp was selected as the venue of data gathering 
for several reasons. Firstly, because it draws together a large number 
of Adventist teenagers, providing a practical and eff ective choice 
in order to get a quantity of responses. Secondly, as the aim was to 
get responses from teenagers both in denominational and main-
stream schools, sampling from a denominational school was not an 
option. Thirdly, as the membership register does not necessarily hold a 
representative picture of the active Adventist teenagers, sampling 
from it for a postal survey did not provide an appealing choice. 
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Finally, at the campsite it was possible to provide a se� ing where the 
surroundings and instructions for completing the questionnaire are 
relatively similar to everyone. It was considered to be a more neutral 
se� ing than home or a denominational school, where the presence 
of parents or teachers might aff ect the truthfulness of especially the 
answers related to the more sensitive lifestyle practices such as smok-
ing, drinking, and premarital sex. The main concern of the venue was 
its possible selectiveness. Then again, if the camp is bringing in more 
of the active Adventist youth than the others, they are precisely the 
target group of the research, supposedly being most likely to hold an 
Adventist identity. 

The questionnaire was altogether completed by 115 out of the 
approximately 125 teenagers in the camp. Parental consent had been 
enquired before the camp by writing to the guardians of the teenag-
ers enlisted for the camp by the last enrolment day. Four families 
(guardians of 5 teenagers) send a disagreeing reply for the request, 
some reasoning that since they were not members of the denomina-
tion, a research on Adventist identity did not seem applicable to their 
youngsters. Participating in the research was naturally voluntary 
for the teenagers, also when their parents would have approved to 
their partaking, and at least two young people chose not to complete 
the questionnaire. All in all, as the aim of this article is to examine 
the religious identity of Adventist young people, the data used in 
the present analysis only includes the 95 participants (55%, n=52 
females; 45%, n=43 males) who came from families with at least one 
Adventist parent. 

To get an idea of the size of the whole population, the Finnish 
Seventh-day Adventist Church membership register holds 304 
young people between the ages 14-18, which was the target group 
of the camp. This fi gure includes both baptised youth and the 
non-baptised youth that have been registered and reported by 
the local congregation secretaries, but as mentioned earlier, it 
cannot be considered entirely reliable, as updating and reporting the 
fi gures may largely depend on the initiative of the local congregation 
secretaries. However, roughly speaking the data includes nearly a 
third of the whole population.
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The participants were between the ages 13 and 19 (f = 3, 16, 27, 18, 16, 
11, 4 for the ages 13-19, respectively), average age being 15.8. When it 
comes to school social context, 46% (n=43) are a� ending an Adventist 
school and 54% (n=51) a mainstream/other non-Adventist school. 

Results
I will here present the results in the same order as the more precise 
aims for the article were introduced earlier. 
Firstly, the aim was to examine, whether being an Adventist is a part 
of the young people’s identity. It was measured both with a direct, 
self-reported statement “The fact that I am an Adventist is an 
important part of my identity”, and with a more extensive 
measure of statements  based on Phinney’s MEIM. When it comes to 
the results, 80% of the young people either agreed (f = 45) or strongly 
agreed (f = 28; plus one answer in between agree and strongly agree) 
with the direct statement. A fi � h (19%; f = 17) disagreed with the 
statement, whereas none of the young people strongly disagreed 
with it. The mean of all these scores was 3.12 (SD=.52). The more 
extensive measure on Adventist identity resulted in Adventist 
identity average scores between 1 (1.5) and 3.89 (3.90) , the overall 
mean of all participants’ scores being 2.85 (SD=.50 / M=2.88, SD=.48). 
There was a statistically signifi cant correlation between the two 
measures of Adventist identity (.61** / .70**  ).

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation
Age
Adventist
Generation
Self-Esteem
Adventist Identity
(direct statement)
Measure (incl. di-
rect statement)
Adventist Identity
Measure (excl. di-
rect statement)
Valid N (listwise)

95
91

95
92

94

94

88

13
1

-6.00
2.0

1.50

1.00

19
5

15.00
4.0

3.90

3.89

15.81
3.14

2.5684
3.120

2.8840

2.8540

1.497
.739

4.27549
.6968

.48240

.50134

Table1. Descriptive Statistics: Age, Adventist Generation, Self-Esteem 
and Adventist Identity Measures
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Secondly, the possible link between religious identity and self-esteem 
was explored. There was no signifi cant correlation between self-es-
teem and the MEIM-based measure of Adventist identity (.17 /.19). 
However, the direct statement answers of Adventist identity did pro-
duce a statistically signifi cant, although not very strong, correlation 
with self-esteem (.22* ). 
 

AdvI-
dentit

SelfEs-
teem

SchSoc-
Cont

Aver-
ageWith

Avera-
geOut

A d v e n t i s t 
Identity(direct 
statement)

Pearson
Correlation

1 .221(*) .099 .700(**) .608(**)

Sig. (2-tailed) .034 .348 .000 .000
N 92 92 91 92 92

Self-Esteem Pearson Cor-
relation

.221(*) 1 .189 .194 .171

Sig. (2-tailed) .034 .069 .061 .099
N 92 95 94 94 94

School Social
Context
(Adventist Vs 
Mainstream)

Pearson Cor-
relation

.099 .189 1 -.131 -.164

Sig. (2-tailed) .348 .069 .209 .117
N 91 94 94 93 93

Adventist Iden-
tity
Measure (Incl.
direct statement)

Pearson Cor-
relation

.700(**) .194 -.131 1 .989(**)

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .061 .209 .000
N 92 94 93 94 94

Adventist Iden-
tity

Pearson Cor-
relation

.608(**) .171 -.164 .989(**) 1

Measure (Excl. Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .099 .117 .000
direct statement) N 92 94 93 94 94

Table 2. Correlations between Adventist identity, self-esteem, and 
school social context.
*  Correlation is signifi cant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). **  Correlation 
is signifi cant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Thirdly, it was examined, whether the religious minority identity is 
aff ected by the social context of the school they a� end, i.e. whether 
the religious identity is context-specifi c. The stated Adventist identity 
(.10) and the wider measure of Adventist identity (.16/.12) did not 
correlate signifi cantly with the social context of the a� ended school, 
and neither did the young people’s self-esteem (.19). 

However, even though many young people do answer in the open 
questions in line with these results, there were also quite a few 
answers contrasting with the statistical results, when it comes to the 
eff ects of school social context. Some of these are presented in the 
following examples, which are answers to the question: “How do 
you think the type of schools you have a� ended (Adventist school 
/ Christian school / mainstream school) aff ected your values and 
everyday life (religion, lifestyle practices, the way you dress, music, 
etc)?” 

When I’m in a normal school I’m not so much of a believer anymore, but I’ve 
seen what that life is like! (Boy, age 15) 23

Strongly. A mainstream school aff ects a lot because I adjust very much to 
the habits of my non-believer friends (in my heart I am an Adventist) (Girl, 
age 15) 38

I’ve been in an Adventist school since fi � h grade until Year 9, then I’ve 
felt that I’m closer to God and more relaxed and worrying less about many 
things, the school has strengthened my values. (Girl, age 17) 30

In [an Adventist school] it has probably been easier to ponder one’s own 
values at peace, and there have been folks with tolerance for diff ering 
opinions, yet with similar minds. (Girl, age 19) 32

In a mainstream school it is diffi  cult to be a believer, but in [an Adventist 
school] one is part of the group. (Girl, age 17) 35

I’ve been in a faith school throughout comprehensive school. It has had a 
really big and positive impact on my life. (Boy, age 16) 36
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Conclusions
The results suggest that Adventism is an important part of identi-
ty for majority of the teenagers within the denomination. The fact 
that the direct, self-reported statement resulted in slightly higher 
average score on Adventist identity (M=3.14 vs. M=2.85 / 2.88) and 
faintly stronger relationship with self-esteem (.22* vs. .17 / .19) may 
suggest either 1) that the young people’s understanding of the 
concept was diff erent to that of the researcher’s and to the one meas-
ured with MEIM, 2) that the participants wanted to give a slightly more 
positive picture of themselves as Adventists when asked directly 
than what their everyday-practices would indicate, or 3) that 
the wider measure should be altered so that it would be a more 
reliable measure of how much Adventism actually means to 
the young people. Whatever the case, the la� er option will be 
explored with the existing data, which includes numerous alternative 
variables to be used instead of or in addition to those used in these 
calculations. A� er all, for a measure based in one aimed for research 
on ethnic minorities, this amended measure can be considered to 
have performed surprisingly well, also when comparing to the self-
reported religious identity measure. Thus, it can be a good starting 
point in developing an improved measure.

The relatively slight correlation between religious identity and self-
esteem suggests that the intensity of experienced religious identity 
and the nature of an individual’s self-esteem are not very strongly 
dependent on each other, but that a person with low self-esteem may 
indeed have a strong religious identity, and vice versa. According to 
the quantitative data, the Adventist youths’ religious identity does 
not seem to be context-specifi c but rather independent of the social 
context of the school they a� end, which might, in line with Dunkel, 
indicate individual’s sense of self-continuity and thus stronger 
identity commitment, and a sense of being the same person through 
time and social context, emphasised by van Hoof and Raaĳ makers as 
a central part of identity formation. 

The fact that some of the extracts from qualitative data show a 
contrasting picture from that of the quantitative average one 
illustrates the wide spectrum of experiences that the individual 
Adventist young people have on negotiating between the varying 
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social contexts. It seems, however, that even though Adventism 
remains a rather stable part of the young people’s identity, the experi-
enced social pressure of being “one of them” within the mainstream 
peer group is acknowledged by the youth, and that gradually it 
does, a� er all, aff ect the way these youngsters think and act, whether 
the alteration is conscious or not. Nevertheless, the qualitative data 
indicates that the Adventist teenagers have learned to negotiate their 
religious minority identity in such a way that the social context 
doesn’t have a considerable aff ect on their self-esteem.

Footnotes:
1 The context of the research, Seventh-day Adventist denomination, is an in-
ternational protestant movement originating in the United States in 1844. It 
has presently some 13 million members worldwide (ANN 2004). In Finland, 
which is an increasingly secular society with a strong history of Evangelical 
Lutheran church, it is a rather small minority religion with less than 6000 
members (the whole population being approx. 5 million). Some of the main 
features of Adventism include the observance of Sabbath on Saturday and 
baptism through immersion. A strong emphasis is laid on healthy lifestyle as 
well as education, and thus the denomination runs a network of hospitals, 
schools, colleges and universities around the world. For practical reasons, this 
article generally uses the shorter term ‘Adventism’, instead of ‘Seventh-day 
Adventism’, when referring to the religious movement.
2 In contrast to the usage of the concept ‘minority’ in some other contexts, it 
needs to be stated that even though representing a minority religion, the Ad-
ventist community is not segregated from the Finnish society in any particular 
way (e.g. geographically or ethnically), nor are they lacking some apparent 
power positions in the society.
3 School context explaining only 2% of the variance in ethnic identity
4 However, Heimbrock (2001) sees the everyday usage of the concept ‘reli-
gious identity’ problematic, as he claims that the experiences and theological 
refl ections do not generally clarify “a specifi c ‘religious’ dimension of a per-
son’s identity”, and that linking religion and identity together is based on a 
monolithic, simplistic concept of religion. Heimbrock’s article provides a criti-
cal discussion on the ma� er from a theological standpoint.
5 Ellen G. White (1827-1915) was one of the pioneers and authorities in the ear-
ly years of the Seventh-day Adventist denomination. Even though she never 
had a leadership position among the movement, her views and literary pro-
duction have had a considerable infl uence on Adventist doctrines, the Bible 
being however the only confessional authority.
6 Including 9 or 10 statements, i.e. calculated both without and with the an-
swer for the self-reported identity statement, presented correspondingly.
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7 Mean on the scale 1-4, four representing the maximum in Adventist iden-
tity
8 Correlation is signifi cant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
9 Correlation is signifi cant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
10 Survey questions and young people’s answers translated from Finnish by 
the researcher.
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Abstract 
This article explores discourses of research, as key signifi ers in the 
‘academisation’ of teacher education. It reports on a case study of teacher 
educators in Sweden which used documentary analyses and interviews to 
explore institutional history, structures and shi� s in teacher education and 
research from the 1950s onwards. The study focuses in particular on the 
interviews.  It aims to show how the development of a research base to teacher 
education emerged in a multilayered process involving a variety of actors 
at diff erent levels in struggles over power and knowledge. The article also 
shows the tensions in the emergence and construction of a new research 
discipline.

Key words: discourse, gender, interviews, research, power/knowledge, 
Sweden, teacher education. 

Abstract (Swedish)
I denna artikel fokuseras diskurser om forskning som begrepp i akademi-
seringen av lärarutbildningen. Artikeln beskriver en fallstudie om lärar-
utbildare i Sverige vilken bygger på dokumentanalys och intervjuer för a�  
utforska institutionell historia, strukturer och förändringar i lärarutbild-
ning från 1950-talet och framöver. Studien fokuserar särskilt intervjuerna. 
Sy� et är a�  påvisa hur en forskningsbas för lärarutbildningen utvecklats 
genom en komplex process i vilken aktörer på olika nivåer deltagit. Artikeln 
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visar därigenom på hur framväxten och skapandet av en ny forskningsdisci-
plin påverkats av spänningar i en kamp om makt och kunskap.

Key words (Swedish): diskurs, forskning, genus, intervjuer, lärarut-
bildning, makt/kunskap, Sverige. 

Introduction  
In recent years, in Sweden, across Europe, in the USA and more 
widely, much interest has been shown in creating a research base for 
teacher education (TE) (Zeichner, 1999; Erixon et al., 2001). The need 
for TE to develop a knowledge base is seen as important in relation to 
the socio-cultural contexts and practices of school as is the involvement 
of teacher educators (and teachers) as researchers. 

Strategies, however, diff er between countries.  For example, Finland, 
Sweden, and Portugal are mainly concerned to establish TE a 
research-based fi eld (Weiner, 2002). In the UK, the main aim has been 
to raise the professionalism of teacher educators through ‘evidence-
based’ (Weiner, 2002: 279) or ‘brute data’ (Edwards, 2001: 20) research. 
In Norway, the Netherlands and the USA, the TE research fi eld 
embrace a broader variety of studies including policy studies, life-
long learning, use of ICT in education, etc. (Swedish Research Council, 
2003). In October 2000, the Swedish parliament likewise decided on 
a strategy for TE; in this case, the creation of new programmes of 
research and postgraduate studies, including the establishment of a 
new research area for TE. 

The case study explored the relationship between post-war TE 
policies and discourses in Sweden, and the perspectives of the teacher 
educators and university managers involved. This article starts with 
an overview of the relationship between TE and research in Sweden 
in the post-war period. It then provides an overview of the relation-
ship between teacher education and research in Sweden, and the 
theoretical and methodological frameworks used for the study. This 
is followed by a discussion of the study, its fi ndings, which are then 
analysed in relation to teacher and higher education policies, nationally 
and more widely. 
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Teacher education and research in Sweden
In the post-war period, the main research base for Swedish TE was 
the discipline Educational Studies (ES). ‘Practical Pedagogy’ was 
established at the teachers’ colleges as a potential focus of research 
in TE. Though formally included in higher education in 1977 and 
with further reforms in the 1980s and 1990, TE continued to have 
li� le formal connection to research which was seen as problematic, 
as was the lack of focus on schools and teachers by the other estab-
lished academic disciplines (Kallós, 2003). In 2000, TE underwent a 
major reform which provided the conditions for a new research area, 
specifi cally for TE (Regeringens proposition 1999/2000:135).  Umeå 
University was one of the fi rst universities to implement the reform; 
fi rst, by the creation of the faculty board for TE in 2000; and second, 
in the creation of a new research discipline Educational Work (EW). 
This development was further enhanced by a government grant for a 
three year period, for a national post-graduate school in EW, involving 
eight universities and university colleges altogether. 

Educational research and teacher education
In response to demands of post-war school reforms, educational 
research was closely linked to policy making and implementation. 
In the 1960s and 1970s, psychology and behaviourist-driven studies 
predominated. This resulted in research studies mainly to do with 
student learning characteristics and teaching methods. In the 1970s, 
drawing on the social theories of Bourdieu and others, social and 
critical perspectives on education began to focus on schooling and its 
role in the reproduction of social pa� erns (Vislie et al., 1997). 
In the 1980s and 1990s other critical perspectives on, e.g. gender, 
power and professionalisation, began to contribute to the knowledge 
base of teacher education. In the 1980s and 1990s phenomenography 
which aimed to study deep and surface pupils’ learning, and didactics, 
concerning the relationship between the educational process, policies 
and methods both became important (Carlgren & Kallós, 1997). 
By the 1990s, research from a number of diff erent perspectives e.g. 
socio-cultural theory, gender, action research, ethnography, liter-
ary and historical research, and ‘teacher thinking’ moved focus to 
classroom interaction, student learning, and the work of the teacher. 
It was claimed, however, that research on teachers showed a ten-
dency to objectify and blame them for ‘wrong’ thinking and action 
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(Carlgren & Marton, 2000). More recently, the fi eld of policy studies 
has made important contributions on vocational education (Lun-
dahl, 1998), educational restructuring relating to students’ social and 
ethnic backgrounds (Lindblad et al., 2002), and the social positioning 
of teachers (Lindblad & Sohlberg, 2003). 

Having thus briefl y identifi ed the shi� s in policy-making regarding 
research and TE in the Swedish post-war period, the next section of 
the article is devoted to the theoretical frames for the study. 

Theoretical frameworks of the study
The research draws on a variety of frameworks.  First, it uses the 
concept of prosopography or collective biography to explain how 
individual stories can be linked to the wider social context (Czar-
niawska, 1999). Aims include identifying changes over time and 
the roles of or specifi c groups or occupational positions. In French 
sociology, prosopography was used for example by Bourdieu (1984), 
to examine the exercise of academic power with a particular emphasis 
on how power is reproduced by the diff erent distribution of cultural 
and economical capital, according to social class.
The research also draws on sets of theories which are able to illumi-
nate the conditions of TE.  For example in relation to higher educa-
tion, Liedman and Olausson (1988) argue that academic knowledge 
in Sweden, though orientated towards expansion of knowledge 
through research in relation to the demands of society, is shaped also 
by norms and ‘frozen ideologies’ (1988: 8), which are protected and 
reproduced by social recruitment pa� erns of students and researchers. 
Bargh et al. (2000) point out an international pa� ern of institutional 
separation between academic and higher vocational education, with 
less privileged students more likely to a� end higher vocational edu-
cation, such as TE. Low status is also refl ected in other aspects of TE. 
For example, TE departments in Sweden have proportionately fewer 
senior academic staff  involved in research and post-graduate studies; 
women are over-represented among students and staff  and there 
are more students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. (SOU 
1999:63; Bargh et al., 2000). Also, Jóhannsdó� ir (2004) argues that 
Swedish TE, despite its formal university status, refl ects ‘a hidden 
binary system’, and therefore has no signifi cant power base within 
the university.
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Foucault (1980) suggests that power relations should be understood 
as a general condition of domination at diff erent levels which are 
activated in social relations, and a connection between power and 
knowledge within the university. Each discipline has its ‘régime of 
truth’ (1980: 131), an accepted discourse which provides a code of 
‘normalisation’ (1980: 106). The discipline is visible in the boundaries 
and limits for inclusion or exclusion (Foucault, 1982).  To Foucault, 
discourses and power are inextricably linked and allow what can 
be said, who can say it, and how it is expressed. Moreover, the con-
struction of knowledge is characterised by interruptions, or breaks 
and discontinuity. Bernstein’s (1977) concept of classifi cation further 
illuminates the boundary maintenance between content, and form of 
knowledge production. Bernstein suggests that strong classifi cation 
promote division and hierarchical structures, and that knowledge 
production at university level is monopolised into disciplines.  

Finally, gender has been a key factor in the study, drawing on Con-
nell’s work which shows how society is structured at diff erent levels 
in terms of power relating to gender relations, which are continu-
ously reproduced by individuals, collectives, institutions and the 
state (Connell, 2002). 

Analysis of interview study
a. Interview study

The study comprised fi � y-seven interviews, carried 
out between October 2000 and November 2002 in and 
around Umeå University in north Sweden. The fi rst fi ve 
interviews focused on management perspectives, but 
also included demographic data. These informed the 
second set of 52 interviews, which were more individu-
ally-orientated to include career choice, professional 
and personal experience, refl ections and perspectives 
on work ethos, experiences of research and professional 
development etc.

Interviewees were selected on basis of factors such as gender, age 
and time of entry in TE, department affi  liation, gender, position, and 
subject specialism. The majority of interviewees (44) had connections 
with the main TE departments, ten interviewees were from three de-
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partments with particular affi  liation to TE, and three interviewees 
had primarily key management and administrative tasks. Interview-
ees were also chosen to refl ect on the importance of subjects in the 
offi  cial curricula, and the age range and ratio of men to women in TE 
nationally and locally. The sample comprised 23 men and 34 women 
aged between 35 and 90 at the time of the interviews, of whom 14 
were retired. Most were over the age of 50, at the time refl ecting the 
age demographics of Swedish higher education generally (Statis-
tics Sweden, 1998). 12 men and 15 women were (or had been), in 
senior and managerial posts (e.g. vice-chancellor, dean, professor, 
head/deputy head of department, director of studies, programme 
coordinator). Six men and ten women had doctorates, 16 men and 23 
women were (or had been) junior lecturers. One female interviewee 
was a full time administrator. 

The professional expertise of the interviewees refl ect wider gender 
pa� erns, with women specialising in teaching young children and 
‘caring’ and ‘artistic’ subjects, i.e. pre-school, lower primary, leisure/
children, home-economics and textiles, while men opted to teach the 
older age groups (intermediate level) and subject knowledge. The 
majority (47 individuals) of the interviewees came from middle class, 
small farmers and working-class backgrounds , though proportion-
ally more men than women had a working class background. 

ii. Data collection and analysis
The one-hour interviews were carried out and mini-disc recorded. 
Interviewees received the transcripts, for further comments and/or 
approval. Transcripts were anonymised, and quotations extracted 
according to themes and sub-themes which were also related to de-
mographic and other key factors. 

iii. Findings from the study
a. Discourses of subordination
The creation of special professorships in ’Practical Pedagogy,’ at the 
teachers’ colleges in order to create a more ‘scientifi c’ form of teacher 
training were viewed as having been unsatisfactory by the inter-
viewees. The expectation had been that the professorships should 
have helped create a link between theory and practice. 
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We wished for a direction of research that would lead 
to improved conditions for Carl and Lisa in the class-
room, but that never happened […] They lived a life of 
their own at the department of ES. (Erik, b.1936)

This lack of scientifi c underpinning caused much stress among 
teacher educators, especially those who were now in the newly cre-
ated posts as ‘lecturers in methods teaching’.  Marianne, a primary 
teacher educator explains her position as follows:

It would have been good to know what was expected 
from you!  What do you do in a classroom at the old 
seminar [the site of the teachers’ college] with the huge 
subject of ‘How to be a teacher in primary school’?  […] 
You were completely le�  to your own! (Marianne, b. 
1930)

Almost half of the interviewees had been involved when TE formally 
joined the university in 1977. However, although it was presented as 
a positive step: ‘We had the feeling that the university reform was 
something we should be proud of as we became part of the univer-
sity’ (Elsa, b. 1922), some saw the reform merely as a new ‘etique� e’ 
for established practices, and a mis-represented change in status for 
TE.  Similarly, the perception of managers (exclusively male) of the 
time was that TE remained largely unchanged. 

At the university reform of 1977 the program boards 
were created. […] The university reform meant that 
there were a lot of people who had insight into how 
courses were constructed and about how money was 
to be allocated. In that way it was a great change. […] 
However, TE had the same staff  and was carried out in 
much the same way as earlier. (Erik, b. 1936)

As Karl’s refl ections show, below, established university disciplines 
continued to exert their traditional power over TE:  
  

The work in TE didn’t change the relationship with 
the subject of Educational Studies. […] We were also 
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supposed to have meetings with staff    “up there”, as 
we used to say, of staff  from English and French. […] 
Though we had more contact with them than earlier, we 
couldn’t make them change anything. (Karl, b. 1927)

Similarly, TE in the female dominated areas of home-economics, tex-
tile and child-care, generally remained isolated and excluded from 
decision-making, with research development not on the agenda: ‘I 
can’t say that we felt there was any obvious change [by the 1977 re-
form].We were in the seminar tradition’ (Taina, b. 1947).

b. Research moves and hidden structures
At Umeå University, the local discourse was of excluding teacher 
educators, and of moving all educational research into ES (Åberg, 
1997). An interviewee from ES suggested any shi� s towards a focus 
on the work of teachers or teacher educators tended to be forced by 
policy-makers:

Earlier, the state took the decisions, and Educational 
Studies expanded in connection to the great school re-
forms. At the time it was supposed to provide the gov-
ernment with material for decision making and evalua-
tions. (Gertrude, b. 1943)

c. Local struggles over research establishment
How a research culture came to be established in TE, was an 
issue raised by most of the interviewees, for example: ‘I have seen it 
emerge’ (Daniel, b. 1963). In the early 1990s, new structures for TE 
and research included, as we have seen, a move to the main campus, 
cash injections into research, and recruitment of ‘academically-
oriented’ staff . These strategies, in the main, were met with approval 
from teacher educators, but not from other parts of the university. In 
particular, Educational Studies, from its base in the faculty of social 
science, opposed the suggestion of a TE research board, and claimed 
that the legitimate responsibility for all educational research rested 
with ES.

The new research agenda provoked, interviewees argued, hostile 
feelings also among those teacher educators who considered that the 
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re-organisation was a threat to existing practices within the ‘seminar’ 
tradition:  

This fear of the university was rather obvious in many 
of our discussions. The words ‘contempt’ and ‘fear’ are 
too strong […] but our position was felt to be ok, the 
seminar tradition worked, so why should we move to 
the university campus? (Mikael, b. 1950)

Individuals took diff erent positions on research.  Negative a� itudes 
towards research could also be seen in relation to gender, in the sense 
that those who were opposed to research tended to be men:

Those who knew they would lose their status said that 
they would never engage in research. […] The individ-
uals who were explicitly oppositional to research de-
velopment were defi nitely men. (Robert, b. 1950).  

The importance of teaching, based on classroom experience, was also 
raised by individual interviewees, again almost exclusively male, 
older staff  who articulated a resistance to the incoming research 
culture: ‘It’s be� er to use your energy to develop your courses, and 
not put eff ort in writing a didactic report or something like that’ 
(Kurt, b. 1944).

Others welcomed the transition, like Mikael, and saw new and 
diff erent opportunities for research, even though old cultures 
endured.

A research culture was initiated, even though the old 
culture remained […] On the one hand everybody was 
in favour of further studies [research] but on the other, 
there were a few who probably thought this was quite 
unnecessary. [...] We still had this seminar tradition 
hanging over us. (Hans, b. 1954)

Maria, a teacher educator for the early years, emphasised that in her 
department, a new discourse on research emerged in the early 1990s, 
encouraged and supported by the department management:
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When we moved here [to the university] we had a new 
[female] head of department, and she really pushed 
the staff , not in the way that we felt forced to do it, but 
she encouraged us to go into further studies. [Maria, b. 
1943]

The important role of departmental managers in exerting infl uence 
on research was particularly emphasised by interviewees:

There was no interest in research development in that 
department [name]. They hardly did anything. The 
diff erence was that our head of department had an 
interest in this. He saw the opportunities, and talked 
about how to get money for it. (Per, b. 1937)

Monika had also hoped that the new research culture would bring 
substantive change to TE. As a manager, she further suggested that 
research on departmental subject areas was much needed:

[My opinion is that] research will become part of TE, 
though earlier there were no thoughts on doing it! […] 
[Earlier] research was never a career path for teachers, 
and what should you do research on? […] Though, I 
would like to have a doctoral student who investigates 
a particular area with more focus on this department. 
(Monika, f. 1944)

The importance of institutional activities was also noted by interviewees. 
It was claimed, for example, that the research gains achieved in the 
1990s were largely the consequence of actions by the TE departments 
themselves, and a favourable fi nancial infrastructure. 

It sounds as if the struggle for research development 
was activated from the top, but my view is that it was 
the struggle of this department and the courses we 
initiated, that were important. (Ingrid, b. 1956)

In addition, the faculty board of TE was seen as crucial in raising 
the status of research within TE. It provoked diff erent responses 
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from longer-serving teacher educators who o� en saw demands on 
research as threatening to their professional position:

We had long discussions, initiated by the former board 
director. He came to us and held his heated speech-
es. What he said was ‘revolutionary’ for many of us. 
The main thing of importance, he meant, was doing 
research; research had been our task for ages, and now 
we had to do it quickly, and things like that! (Per, b. 
1937)

Thus, by the late 1990s, three main competing discourses on research 
and TE had emerged. First, that TE (and related research) should 
be absorbed by existing disciplines (Umeå universitet, 1997); second, 
there should be development of a ‘didactic’ research base provided 
by the existing university disciplines (Pedagogkonventet, 1997); and 
third, that teacher education should have its own new research-
base (Erixon, 2002). In 1996, a� er rigorous lobbying on the part of 
TE (in particular by its very active Dean), the divergent discourses 
collapsed into one, with the faculty board supporting the establish-
ment of a new research fi eld.  

Concluding viewpoints
This article has explored the development of TE as a research-based 
discipline in Sweden, which has also been an ascendant discourse 
in the European Union and elsewhere. A shared assumption is that 
teacher educators (and teachers) need to do research as a means of 
developing theoretical underpinnings, and thereby improving the 
quality of their teaching. 

The Umeå study suggests that the lack of power and status of TE 
was related to its exclusion from academic discourse, and lack of cul-
tural capital. The generally lower social origins of TE students and 
staff  generally, did not help its position in relation to the university 
structure and the public sphere. The study further suggests that 
discourses of research development (for vocational subject areas such 
as TE), and new classifi cations were met by resistance within the 
university, as disciplinary boundaries and established hierarchies 
were challenged.
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Following Bernstein, changes of classifi cation and institutionalising 
new forms of knowledge are likely to produce resistance from existing 
disciplines, which question legitimacy, form and content of any new 
confi guration of knowledge. A main argument against a new research 
area in TE concerned ownership of the fi eld. From the perspective of 
TE, form and ownership were important, since they are bound 
together in the confi guration of discourse and power/knowledge. 

What can be seen to make the diff erence, as Foucault points out, are 
discursive breaks.  The fi rst discursive break came with the introduc-
tion of didactics, as a practice-related research area in the late 1980s, 
which in turn opened up a questioning about the right to discourse 
and ‘truth’ about knowledge and research in TE. In struggles over 
knowledge and power, TE was able to claim its right to establish new 
and diff erent research paradigms, for its own benefi t. The second 
discursive break came with the 1993 university reform, which 
emphasised the importance of the relationship between undergraduate 
studies and research, and which encouraged the establishment of 
new subject areas in higher education. The ensuing national debate 
on the need for a research-base to TE constituted the third discursive 
break which contributed to the break down in previously cemented 
views on how disciplines are constituted. This enabled the new 
research discipline of Educational Work to emerge in Umeå and 
elsewhere. 

To what extent has the study’s use of prosopography increased 
understanding of the fi eld of TE? We can see that historically TE was 
positioned low in the university hierarchy in terms of both exclusion 
from academic discourse and lack of cultural capital, most visible 
pa� erns of recruitment and enrolment.  Teacher educators from 
diff erent subject areas, having diff erent roles, provided insider 
perspectives, and contributed to a collective biography which 
illuminates the fi eld of TE and why the struggles over research took 
the form they did. These struggles were to some extent refl ected in 
wider documentary sources. The prosopography particularly high-
lights the impact of local research initiatives by showing the inter-
relation between policy discourses on research, on the one hand, and 
the emergence of new discursive practices within TE on the other. 
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Diff erences in the responses to the research imperative were found 
between generations, and particularly between men and women, 
with women tending to be more positive towards research. Generally, 
women saw research as essential for expanding their knowledge base, 
whereas male teacher educators tended to rely on practice-based 
experience. The negative views, held by some men, can be seen as a 
hidden gender dimension in TE, where increased research signifi ed 
a displacement of previous male power structures (see Erixon 
Arreman & Weiner, 2003). 
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Footnotes:
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Abstract
Nowadays our society demands that students in schools experience a 
‚harmonious state‘, but on the other hand it wants them to ‚develop harmo-
niously‘. It is at this junction that J. C. Milner and C. L. Strauss meet. The 
former off ers a criticism of the ‚harmonic state‘ while the la� er criticises 
the ‚harmonic development‘. The two authors in 1980s responded to school 
reforms that were trying to exclude the social dimension, in which the school 
is involved.

In relation to the above, we should also address the processes through which 
a demand for a new role of the teacher emerges. In this new role, the teacher 
is not supposed to merely transmit the knowledge but is supposed to assume 
the role of a mentor helping students to classify information. This develop-
ment is traced by the best-seller from the end of the 20th century Learning 
– the treasure within (Delors et al. 1996), and, to an even larger extent, by 
its followers.

One of the defi nitions of the new role of the teacher, found in the above 
report, is as follows: ‚Teachers then coach their students to evaluate and use 
eff ectively the information they have gathered for themselves. This is far 
closer to real life situations then the older styles of teacher transmission of 
information to students.‘ (Delors et al. 1996, 165). If we take this defi nition 
as a starting-point, it is also necessary to add that the new relations within 
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the institution, and the new forms of teaching, which are supposed to be ‚far 
closer to real life situations‘, already represent the situations of a new social 
relation. Real life situations are a� er all still situations of some new social 
relation.

At the fi rst glance, such a situation seems familiar. Nowadays we are 
emphasizing the use of knowledge, and the highest form of thinking is 
increasingly a� ributed to the use of knowledge in a particular situation. 
There is nothing wrong with this, as long as we do not notice the reverse 
process of this phenomenon. If the only criterion is the use of knowledge in 
a situation and if it is reduced to information and thus becoming obsolete at 
any given time, then knowledge is a consumer product.

If we do not see the reverse side of some very specifi c processes, in which 
the ‚traditional‘ role of the teacher is replaced by the ‚new‘ role; in which 
the ‚new‘ relation between the teacher and the pupil comes to the fore; in 
which the ‚traditional‘ concept of knowledge itself is replaced by the ‚new‘ 
one, then we suddenly get the feeling that we are leaving the realm of social 
relations. Thus, the school fi eld is understood, as J. C. Milner would put 
it, as a zero-institution, as an institution with no properties of institution, 
and fi nally as the ‚kind‘ school, in which social contradictions are resolved. 
The question remains, whether the process is not in fact reverse, since 
nowadays all institutions are becoming ‚kind‘, and by being so reversely 
aff ect the school.

Sinopsis
Če danes na eni strani družba vse bolj zahteva, da bi v šoli učenci doživljali 
»harmonično stanje«, pa na drugi strani želi, da bi stekel »harmoničen raz-
voj«. Prav na tem mestu se srečata Milner in C. L. Strauss. Če prvi poda 
kritiko »harmoničnega stanja«, potem drugi »harmoničnega razvoja«. Oba 
avtorja sta se, eden v sedemdesetih, drugi v osemdesetih letih prejšnjega 
stoletja, odzvala na šolske reforme, ki se skušajo zaslepiti za družbeno di-
menzĳ o, v katero je vpeta šola.

V zvezi s tem ne moremo iti mimo procesov, skozi katere se pojavi zahteva po 
novi vlogi učitelja. V tej novi vlogi naj učitelj ne bi bil več zgolj posredovalec 
znanja, pač pa vse bolj mentor, ki učencu pomaga razvrščati podatke. Temu 
premiku sledi tudi uspešnica na področju edukacĳ e s konca preteklega sto-
letja, Learnig – the treasure within, še bolj pa njeni interpreti. 
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Če izhajamo iz ene izmed defi nicĳ  nove vloge učitelja, ki jo najdemo v 
poročilu; »Učitelji usmerjajo učence pri ocenjevanju in učinkoviti uporabi 
informacĳ , ki so jih zbrali. Ta postopek je mnogo bližji resničnim življenskim 
okoliščinam kot stari način poučevanja, v katerem je učitelj prenašal znan-
je na učence.« (Delors et al. 1996, str. 165), je nujno dodati tudi, da so 
novi odnosi v institucĳ i in nove oblike poučevanja, ki naj bi bili »mnogo 
bližji resničnim življenskim okoliščinam«, že okoliščine nekega novega 
družbenega razmerja. Resnične življenske okoliščine so nenazadnje vedno 
okoliščine nekega družbenega razmerja. 

Že na prvi pogled se zdi situacĳ a znana. Danes vse bolj težimo k uporabi 
znanja, najvišja sposobnost mišljenja postaja uporaba znanja v situacĳ i. S 
tem ni nič narobe vse dotlej, dokler ne opazimo hrbtnega procesa tega po-
java. Če je edini kriterĳ  uporaba znanja v situacĳ i, če je znanje zvedeno na 
informacĳ e, ki imajo lastnost, da lahko v vsakem trenutku zastarajo, potem 
je znanje samo še eden izmed potrošniških produktov. 

Če ne vidimo tudi hrbtne plati zelo specifi čnih procesov, v katerih »tradi-
cionalno« vlogo učitelja nadomesti »nova«, v katerih pride v ospredje tudi 
»novo« razmerje med učiteljem in učencem, v katerih je sam »tradicionalni« 
koncept znanja nadomeščen z »novim«, potem se nam lahko naenkrat zdi, 
da izstopamo iz družbenih razmerĳ , šolski prostor razumemo, bi dejal J. 
C. Milner, kot ničto institucĳ o, kot institucĳ o brez lastnosti institucĳ e, na 
koncu kot »prĳ azno šolo«, v kateri se razrešujejo družbena protislovja. Pri 
tem ostane vprašanje, ali ne gre za obraten proces, da namreč danes vse in-
stitucĳ e postajajo »prĳ azne« in tako vzvratno vplivajo tudi na šolo.

Key words:
school reforms, society, science, structuralism, antagonism, lan-
guage.

Ključne besede: šolske reforme, družba, znanost, strukturalizem, 
protislovja, jezik.
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 Learning – The Treasure Within
Nowadays our society demands that students in schools experience 
‚harmonious state‘, but on the other hand it wants them to 
‚harmoniously develop‘. It is at this junction that J. C. Milner and 
C. L. Strauss meet. The former off ers a criticism of ‚harmonic state‘ 
while the la� er criticises ‚harmonic development‘. The two authors 
in 1980s responded to school reforms that were trying to exclude the 
social dimension, in which the school is involved. 

In relation to the above, we should also address the processes through 
which a demand for a new role of the teacher emerges. In this new 
role, the teacher is not supposed to merely transmit the knowledge 
but is supposed to assume the role of a mentor helping students to 
classify information. This development is traced by the best-seller 
from end of the 20th century Learning – the treasure within (Delors 
et al. 1996), and, to an even larger extent, by its followers.

Let us begin with the bestseller in the fi eld of education from the 
end of the last century Learning: The Treasure Within: the UNESCO 
report for the 21st century in the fi eld of education. The simplest way 
to introduce the main mo� o of the report is to quote the following 
words: 

“Our report stresses a further imperative: none of the 
talents which are hidden like buried treasure in every 
person must be le�  untapped.” (Ibid., p. 23)

Perhaps it is no coincidence that the book with a meaningful title 
such as Learning: The Treasure Within was wri� en right a� er the 
tearing down of (the Berlin Wall) illusions that it is possible to live 
in a diff erent world. A� er the disillusionment related to the outer 
revolution, this book off ers an idea about the existence or possibility 
of an inner revolution. If we consider this problem at another level, 
we can be reminded that as long as the two blocs, which were in 
constant competition, existed, the science was intensely engaged 
in exploring and conquering the outer space. On the other hand, 
genetics – today‘s leading fi eld of science – is exploring the universe 
within. By paraphrasing Immanuel Kant we could say that science 
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actually descended from the starry sky above and began the search 
for a gene which carries within a code for freedom. 
However, the status which we seem to grant to genetics is deeply 
ambiguous. As long as it keeps to its limits, as long as it remains 
“the new science of human beings”, we characterize it as “the top 
science”, but, in the very moment when it exceeds “its” limits, and 
actually wants to become “the science of the new human being”, it 
is immediately considered labelled ominous and prohibited. The 
science of genetics must remain in the public eye; on the one hand in 
form of the Nobel Prize, on the other as a form of control. 
Freed of all limits, science no longer has any regard for human needs. 
When it does, we are dealing with patents. The encounter of science 
and human needs thus fails on both sides: if science is defi ned as 
“free research”, then it is literally inhuman, but as soon as it starts to 
pay a� ention to human needs, it becomes un-science, a patent. 
However, is science not itself by defi nition inhuman? It is possible 
that just because we cannot face the fact that science is inhuman, the 
biggest achievements of science happen right during the wars, which 
represent some kind of “open” scientifi c experiments. And fi nally, 
are we not always willing to tolerate anything, if it is made in the 
name of peace?
The knowledge which is taught at school is not the science itself, 
which is o� en thought. We could say now that a certain interdiction 
concerns the potentials which we develop at school as well as science 
itself.  Let us show this more precisely.

Society, institution, individual...
The new teaching approach goes along with the new concept of 
knowledge developed in The Report, yet at the same time maintains 
the old concepts and rejects them only to a certain extent: “Learning 
must change accordingly and can no longer be regarded as the 
simple transmission.” (p. 89). Therefore, the still needed “traditional” 
methods persist. Let us give another example, which is related to 
memorizing: “It would be dangerous to imagine that memory has 
become unnecessary because of the incredible capacity to store and 
circulate information now at our disposal. We must certainly be 
selective about what we learn […], but the specifi cally human 
faculty of memory by association, which cannot be reduced to a 
form of automatic functioning, must be carefully cultivated. All spe-
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cialists agree that the memory must be trained from childhood and 
that it is inappropriate to eliminate from schools certain traditional, 
supposedly boring, exercises.” (p. 88) 

Nevertheless, on the basis of The Report it is possible to show how 
the new concept of knowledge and teaching is breaking through. If 
we look at the references to The Report, we can see that interpreters 
usually quote precisely these aforementioned passages. The problem 
is that when we want to see only one side of processes associated 
with the shi�  of knowledge and teaching, and neglect the other, we 
can fi nd ourselves in a situation in which it seems that we can step 
out of social relationships. And yet, if we take a closer look, it is at the 
same time becoming more and more obvious that we fi nd ourselves 
in the following fundamental scheme: every social constellation, in 
order to survive, needs a certain mode of subjectivity, which diff erent 
individuals share. This also involves the institution of School, which 
itself cannot avoid the fundamental social mechanism, in which 
the relations within an institution transform themselves only to the 
extent to which the fundamental social relationships that defi ne the 
mode of subjectivity transform themselves.

 This logic is inevitable, even if we tend to interpret the book Learn-
ing: the Treasure Within through the “new” concept of knowledge 
and teaching, and forget about the old one. Moreover, this book 
effi  ciently presents the already mentioned logic: “Teachers whose 
dogmatic approach stifl es pupils´ curiosity or critical spirit instead 
of inculcating those qualities in them can do more harm than good.” 
(p. 93)

In this demand the prohibition becomes obvious, which also 
corresponds to the demand for new relationships which we are 
supposed to develop in our schools nowadays. In connection with 
this, we quote the following meaningful passage from The Report: 
“Teachers then coach their students to evaluate and use eff ectively 
the information they have gathered for themselves. This is far closer 
to real life situations then the older styles of teacher transmission 
of information to students. A new partnership is developing in the 
classroom.” (p. 173). 
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At this point we must not overlook the fact that the demand for 
new relationships within the institution already corresponds to the 
transformation of the fundamental social relations, which for its own 
reproduction already requires the mode of subjectivity corresponding 
to the new situation. 

At the end of The Report we can fi nd the features demanded at the 
moment by the labour market. Let us list some of them: development 
of social behaviour, aptitude for teamwork, creative initiative and 
readiness to take risks, ability to communicate, work with others, 
and manage and resolve confl icts. (pp 89, 90) If we take this 
seriously, we can say that the new relationships in the institution and 
the new forms of teaching, which are supposed to be “far closer to 
real life situations”, already are the situations of new social relation-
ships. “Real life situations” are a� er all always the circumstances of a 
new confi guration of social relationships. Every system needs a 
certain mode of subjectivity for self-reproduction. In the meantime 
the society develops certain qualities through an individual, which 
are more acceptable than others. Consequently, we also develop 
certain qualities instead of others. The circle is closed, and at the end 
we fi nd ourselves at the beginning. However, in the meantime it 
becomes evident that the very thing that is being stifl ed due to 
“dogmatic approaches” is not the “students‘ critical spirit and creativ-
ity”, as it is generally assumed, but the very new qualities demanded 
by the new social constellation. What appears as “criticalness” and 
“curiosity” to the common perception, are to a certain extent the new 
qualities themselves that need to be imparted to the individuals, for 
example, the development of social behaviour, aptitude for team-
work, initiative- and a risk- taking, ability to communicate, work 
with others, and manage and resolve confl icts. Again, these are the 
qualities, which are demanded by today‘s labour market. A learning 
process directed towards knowledge is therefore nothing less than 
educational process.  

The back side of these processes, through which even 
knowledge becomes more and more of a consumer product since it goes 
out-of-date and has only a use-value, is the emphasis on forming 
diff erent qualities, which suit the mode of subjectivity according 
to which the society assures its own existence. But this case is not 
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only about development of certain qualities instead of others, but, 
what is less obvious, the development of skills instead of transfer 
of knowledge. In this sense we are dealing with a shi�  from educa-
tional contents to upbringing, which is also the main stance of The 
Report, which states, that the future will be “calling for new type of 
skill more behavioural than intellectual.” (p. 90)

 In this operation, from which we exclude the dimension of 
“traditional” approaches, we, however, do not simply exclude the 
dimension of “memorizing” and “transfer” of knowledge. In the next 
step, as was shown, we also exclude the dimension of social context.
If we take The Report and isolate only the “new dimension” of 
today‘s concept of knowledge and forget the old one, in the end, 
the shi�  within the fundamental social relationships shows up as a 
shi�  towards the “real life situation” or towards more transparent 
relationships. But at the same time, we do not realize that these same 
“transparent relationships” become transparent only in the wider 
social context. Finally we emphasise the transition from “inhuman 
relationships to “human”, transparent relationships. The prohibition 
of “dogmatic approaches, which stifl e pupils´ curiosity or critical 
spirit appears to us as a solution. 

We have shown there is a specifi c content behind the imperative of 
development of all potentials. Some potential is more acceptable
 than other. But more interesting is the imperative as such. The 
ultimate paradox of our (postmodern) era is that there is no excep-
tional value which would dominate all others. In fact, there is no 
exceptional value except the value of being exceptional, which is 
hidden behind the imperatives such as: be inventive, be creative, be 
critical. In such circumstances it can be even subversive to defend an 
opposite point of view. 

C. L. Strauss
In considering the article of C. L. Strauss “A Belated Word about the 
Creative Child”, which discusses the problem of creativity and was 
composed a� er his participation at the round table with the topic 
“School and the Creative Child”, we will pay close a� ention to his 
mentioning of J. Piaget. Strauss noticed that the participants of that 
round table referred to Piaget’s work in a way that would astonish the 
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professor from Geneva. According to Strauss, Piaget never claimed 
that “[...] the increasingly complex mental structures that appear, 
according to him, in the successive stages of a child’s development 
can be arranged and organised in the absence of any external 
discipline” (Strauss 1985, p. 271), which was what some of the 
participants believed. “These structures are of a formal nature and 
would remain empty and inoperative if they were not grounded on 
a store of acquired knowledge, whose provision is one of the goals of 
school.” (Ibid. p. 271) Strauss interprets Piaget’s results on the basis 
of problems which belong to the fi eld of neurophysiology. The rat 
autopsy results of the well-known Bovet experiment, in which he
 separated new born rats into two groups and put one group in 
empty cages and the other in the cages full of toys (or something with 
the same function), show that the life projections which connect the 
neurons were be� er in the la� er group. The experiment was based 
on the fact that “at least, at higher vertebrates during the greater part 
of their childhood, their cerebral structures remain extremely 
elastic.” (Ibid. p. 271) According to Strauss we would make a big 
mistake if we interpreted these phenomena only from the point of 
view of enrichment: “[...] while some connections are being created, 
others are being eliminated. These simultaneous processes of 
construction and destruction go on for a long time. Hence it is that, 
contrary to what certain psychological experiments have led us to 
believe, very young children are capable of logical operations that 
they cannot repeat two or three years later and that they subsequently 
perform only through other paths (Ibid. p. 272)

In connection with this, we can recall Freud’s fi ndings about 
children’s early sexual development. Freud indicated that the poly-
morph perverse character of sexuality without a determinate goal is 
typical for the early childhood. In that period two most important 
origins of morals come to existence in the form of disgust and shame, 
which is of course closely connected with early sexual development. 
However, a� er that period a longer phase of latency occurs when 
sexual activity is brought to a standstill, so that it could burst out in 
the period of puberty. Our mentioning of Freud is not coincidental 
from yet another point of view. Namely, Freud pointed out several 
times that the resistance against his discovery of early sexual 
development could be the consequence of projection of the myth of 
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innocence into the childhood. Similarly, Strauss ruminates on the 
debate about today’s myth of a creative child. “By raising the 
problem of the creative child, we are actually missing the point: for 
it is we ourselves, the frenzied consumers, who are becoming ever 
less capable of creating. Tortured by our defi ciency, we anxiously 
await the coming of the creative man. And since we cannot glimpse 
him anywhere, in despair we turn to our children. […] Let us at least 
realise that we are seeking consolation: by making the child the 
standard of the creative human being we are excusing ourselves...” 
(Ibid. p. 278)

When we express enthusiasm about the creative gi� s of a child, we 
become, according to Strauss, victims of an illusion. “Such gi� s exist 
but, during this early age, are dependent on many possibilities that 
are still open and that training and organic maturation will eventually 
eliminate. If all these possibilities survived, if they entered into 
competition with one another, if choice within the originally very 
diverse genetic program were not made, if certain nervous paths 
did not operate within a genetic program of highly varied origin, if 
certain neurological pathways did not develop and stabilise their 
functioning at the expense of others, the brain, and therefore the 
mind, would never reach maturity.” […] Mental functions result 
from a selection that suppresses all sorts of latent capacities. So long 
as they exist, these capacities amaze us, and rightly so; but it would 
be naive not to face the ineluctable necessity that all learning, even 
in school, is accompanied by impoverishment. What happens is that 
some of the very young child’s labile gi� s degenerate so that others 
may be consolidated.” (Ibid. p. 272) 

Of course it would be dangerous to pass over directly from neuro-
physiologic discoveries to the fi eld of pedagogy. However, Strauss’ 
point is clear enough, for it exposes the antagonistic nature of the 
development of brain functions, and at the same time the social 
mediation of the imperative for creativity. This allows him to draw 
a parallel between brain function and creativity, which concerns 
various social practices and their products. Therefore he can off er a 
defi nition of creativity, which is thoroughly antagonistic. “Granted 
that every work of art is revolutionary, it can be revolutionary only 
by acting upon what it subverts. Its innovative character (which 
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would disappear if nothing existed before it) comes from gnawing 
on the obstacle - but not without giving in to, and modelling itself 
ever so li� le upon it. A masterpiece is thus made up both of what it 
is and of what it denies, the ground it conquers and the resistance it 
meets. It is the result of fi erce antagonisms which it reconciles, yet 
whose thrusts and counterthrusts create the vibration and the ten-
sion that we wonder at.”(Ibid. p. 274) 

In his work Pragmatism, William James says that every new doctrine 
has to go through three phases to get accepted. In the beginning it is 
rejected, then it is accepted but it is said that “it is about old things, 
which are said in a diff erent way”. It is not until the third phase that it 
is accepted in its novelty. This subjective feeling that gives the feeling 
of something already known to what is in fact a novelty, and at the 
same time provokes uneasiness and resistance, is a sign of the true 
antagonistic nature of a novelty, which Strauss describes so well. 
In short, Strauss inscribes himself into a long tradition of critics of 
social permissiveness. But in another sense, the “conservative” 
Belated words about the creative child already anticipate the critique 
of reformational movements, which is interesting from today’s point 
of view. The following passage is thus quite meaningful: “The fact 
is that, in this world of ease and waste, school remain the only place 
where one has to take pains, submit to discipline, suff er frustrations, 
progress step by step, to live a “hard life” (as they say); and children 
do not accept this situation because they can no longer understand 
it. Hence, the demoralisation that overwhelms them, as they suff er 
all kinds of constraints for which neither society nor the family has 
prepared them, and the sometimes tragic consequences of this 
removal from their natural sphere.” (Ibid. pp. 277, 278)

J. Piaget: The logical nature of a number
Nevertheless, we would not like to keep only to this point. Strauss’ 
mentioning of Piaget is very up-to-date. The initial Strauss’ claim 
is that there are at least two readings of Piaget, each leading to a 
diff erent direction. It seems that a new reading of Piaget, to the 
extent to which he appears as a contradictory author, could very well 
answer some problems which are reduced to the opposition between 
traditional-authoritative educational concepts, forms and methods, 
and the new, permissive ones. The interposition between the two is 
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normally the demand for democratic concepts, which o� en remains 
empty, which is exactly what we will try to show in what follows. 
In our reading of Piaget, we will however focus on some formal 
characteristics of the basic concepts and any further reading is there-
fore welcome. Our claim is as follows: on the basis of such a con-
tradictory author as Piaget, whom very diff erent discourses claim 
for themselves, it is possible to respond to the problem of today’s 
reformational movements in the fi eld of pedagogy, since they 
originate, as some claim, from the new discoveries of the human 
structure. 
Piaget‘s notions of assimilation and compensation are o� en under-
stood as spontaneous and creative inner forces of psychological 
response and adjustment to a situation, which is contrary to the 
fundamental emphasis on the non-contradictory, non-psychologi-
cal nature of these operations. Let us take in consideration one of 
Piaget’s examples, which can elucidate his project.

At the beginning the following should be mentioned: when Piaget 
deals with children’s psychology, his central aim in most of the cases 
is to refl ect upon some epistemological problems. Let us take into 
consideration the logical nature of the whole number. (cf. Piaget 
1970)

According to Poincaré whole numbers are not reducible to logi-
cal structures, but appertain to an independent rational intuition. 
We can demonstrate in a few words Piaget’s experiment, which 
refutes the intuitive nature of the whole number. At a certain stage of 
child’s development, for example at the age of four or fi ve, we give 
a child a task to place on the table the same number of red and blue 
chips. At fi rst the child places the chips correctly; one red chip for 
one blue chip. But if we move the chips in one line further or closer 
apart, the child no longer believes in the conservation of equality 
and thinks that the longer line has more elements. Only later, at the 
age of seven or eight, when some other notions of conservation are 
conquered, the child will accept the conservation of the whole, which is 
independent from the spatial layout. For such a conservation of num-
bers to be possible, two main structures of qualitative logic of ranks and 
relations are needed: the system of including through inclusion 
(ranks A and A´ are included in B, ranks B and B´ are included in C 
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etc.) and sequence of asymmetric transitive relations (A is smaller 
than B, B is smaller than C etc.). Piaget is thus more in accord with 
Russell, for whom the whole number is on the whole possible to 
derive from the structures of ranks and logical operations, which are 
fundamental for the existence of the rang of identical ranks, i.e. the 
number. For us, however, Piaget’s critique of Russell is signifi cant.

There are two basic operations of correspondence. The fi rst is 
qualitative, because it rests on the qualitative equality of elements. 
When a child draws a person in relation to a model in front of him/
her, he/she will put (draw) the parts of his drawing into relation with 
the parts of the model, the head will correspond to the head, the le�  
hand to the le�  hand etc. These parts will not be mutually exchange-
able. Here we deal with qualitative correspondence, since each 
element has its typical characteristics. This is opposite to the case of 
a child placing red chips alongside blue chips, where whichever chip 
from the second line corresponds with whichever chip from the fi rst 
line. Correspondence is thus not only qualitative but of the »which-
ever« kind. We will call it the »whichever« correspondence.

According to Russell this second correspondence, the whichever 
correspondence, leads to the logical nature of the whole number. If 
we deal with three ranks, for example with zodiacal signs, Christ’s 
Apostles and Napoleon’s marshals, we deal with the whichever 
correspondence, since the zodiacal sign of Taurus, the apostle 
Peter and marshal Ney have no elements in common. Elements of 
whichever rang thus suit all the elements of other ranks as mutually 
exchangeable units. In this way we get number twelve, which is based 
on the rank of identical ranks or on the whichever correspondence.
Piaget does not reproach Russell with rationalism but with circular 
defi nition, since the very identity of ranks of all ranks enters from 
outside. To explain the logical nature of the whole number, Piaget 
turns to qualitative correspondence: if we pay a� ention to the quality 
of elements, we can arrange them in two ways.

Let us take six round chips, diff erent in size. If we arrange them by 
resemblance (shape), then we can exchange them, but if we arrange 
them by position (by size), then we cannot exchange them. Therefore, 
we can say that there exist two diff erent qualitative arrangements, 
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which lead to diff erent eff ects (results). We can arrange objects by 
characteristics which lead to whichever sequence – that is how we 
get a rank – or by characteristics which lead to the not-whichever 
(necessary) sequence. That is how we get a line. 

Nevertheless, the stage that follows is of vital importance – in this 
stage Piaget shows the origin of the logical nature of the whole 
number. In order for the whole number to become a notion, which 
does not take in consideration concrete characteristics of the objects, 
and can count them because of that, it has to accept the contradiction 
of the two aforementioned operations of sorting. It bears within the 
contradiction of its own history, but in a way that its history, its sub-
jectivity becomes one of its contradictory elements. Numbers are the 
best example: Whichever number has the non-whichever position, 
which simply means that each number is itself a numeral. The sub-
ject is on the side of the numeral and not on the side of the number. 
Only here, and nowhere else, it is possible to fi nd the activity of the 
subject described by Piaget.  
The identity of a structure, along with the assimilation and 
accommodation is based on the internalised antagonism. This is 
very diff erent from any kind of spontaneous creation. The formation 
of the number is rather an active suppression of the contradiction 
which persists. 

Structuralism
Although we have shown what subjectivity of the structure is, it is 
nonetheless necessary to begin with the structure, since there already 
exists the structure of all structures, i.e. the language. 
In continuation, we will follow Milner’s analysis of the history of 
structuralism. The pinnacle and the end of the structural program 
date back to the 1960s of the last century. They originate from the 
beginning of the 19th century when certain linguists were surprised 
by the similarities which they discovered among the languages of 
Europe and India. “Because they were convinced that these similarities 
could not arise because of the loanwords and language contact, in the 
19th century they formed a hypothesis that they could be explained 
only by the existence of a certain prehistoric prototype, which was 
named the Indo-European language. Of course, at the same time 
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they presupposed the existence of a tribe, whose history they could 
try to reconstruct.” (Milner 2002, p. 20) 

Saussure interfered with this twofold programme by making a 
theoretical move which introduced linguistics into science. He 
separated the suppositions which belong to the fi eld of linguistics 
from the suppositions about the tribe which belong to the fi eld of 
history. With this gesture Saussure distinguished speech from 
language. His thesis is that the real object of linguistics can only be 
language itself. With the thesis that the object of linguistics is only 
language as language and not the supposed original language, 
linguistics became comparable to natural sciences. 

In natural sciences as well as in linguistics there is no need to think 
about origins. Language is reduced to a system of signs, which can 
be dealt without the subject. Everything that brings a subject into 
language is but a paradox. To this we can add Strauss’ assertion, 
which dates further back and shows the clear connection between 
Saussure’s linguistics and Strauss’ structuralism: “Regardless in 
which moment and in what circumstances in the sphere of animal life 
emerged the speech, it could emerge only all at once. Things could 
not start to get a meaning gradually. A� er various transfi gurations, 
of which research does not belong to the realm of humanities, but is 
a subject of biology and psychology, came about the transition from 
the level where nothing had a meaning to the level where everything 
had a meaning.”(Strauss 1996, p. 262)

Language could not have arisen gradually because for naming things 
gradually, we would already need a language. The crucial point of 
this seemingly banal fact is that structuralism does not need to deal 
with origins. Or, to put it diff erently, within the structure, the original is 
no more original than the copy. This very premise enables the 
structuralism to become science. The privileged objects of the 
structural science can become social phenomena as language, 
relatives, marriage, myths, fairytales, kitchen, clothes, etc. 

Linguistics played a signifi cant role in this, only because of the 
specifi c nature of language. We can enter the language like a play 
of chess in any phase of the game, without being deprived of the 
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meaning. Like in a game of chess, we also do not need to know the 
beginning to continue to play. In this radical sense language does not 
develop. It is an unhistorical entity which does not belong to any-
body and where everybody use. There is also no private language. 
Every private language, which would be artifi cially made, would 
have to follow the rules of an already existing language. 
This fact is interesting because through it, the subject returned to 
structuralism, at fi rst as a collective subject. Benveniste as well as 
Strauss were readers of Marx. This collective subject is not connected 
with Jung’s collective unconsciousness, but it is a subject, whose 
nature is depsychologised. It is above all a functional place within 
the structure. The statement “You are under arrest” has a real eff ect, 
only if it is pronounced by the executive organ of authority. 

Conclusion
Hence, we can clearly understand why the violence of the repressive 
state apparatuses is in its nature symbolic, ideological violence. Also, 
we can understand why the school is an ideological apparatus of 
the state. It is a privileged public place of forming, normalising and 
transmi� ing the knowledge, and by that, also the central place of 
acknowledgment of competences and particular knowledge to which 
no other place is equivalent. In its excluding and at the same time 
including function, the school of equal possibilities is a contradictory 
apparatus.  

Let´s state two suffi  ciently known examples. One of the greatest 
credits of Philip Aries is that he has shown how today‘s conception 
of childhood has not always existed in our heads. Precisely said, the 
idea of childhood is “...the result of schooling. For this reason it is 
not the child’s age and gradual maturing that divided schooling into 
grades, adapted to his/her age, but just the opposite,  the distinction 
between the age periods derived from the division of the period of 
schooling. In short, the school grades were not determined by the 
age periods, but just the opposite.” (Laporte 1992, p. 50) On the other 
side, as Balibar and Macherey have stressed, the national languages 
as we know them today are the specifi c result of schooling and new 
social practices. The la� er example indirectly makes us return to the 
above mentioned Saussure´s separation of speech and language, 
since the literary language, which is fi nally re-established by school, 
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is a language without a speaker, or a language of an ideal speaker, 
and consequently we could say, nobody‘s property.   

If on the one side the exclusion does not exclude the inclusion, then 
on the other side the inclusion also does not exclude the exclusion. 
The entire Milner’s critique of the progressivist reformational move-
ments is associated with this second contradiction. Milner criticized 
reforms concerning schooling success of all pupils for more than one 
reason. Let us take two of them: Since it is not necessary that a pupil 
unsuccessful in school will be unsuccessful in life too, as it is not 
necessary that a pupil who is successful in school will be successful 
in life as well. And also the exclusion is more likely to happen with 
people with less social background, for example immigrants, who 
are considered to take more practical education. (cf. Milner 1984, p. 
90) 

We could say, in general as well, that the more concrete or useful 
educational content dominates the more abstract one.  

At a fi rst glance, such a situation seems familiar. Nowadays we 
are emphasizing the use of knowledge, and the highest form of 
thinking is increasingly a� ributed to the use of knowledge in a particular 
situation. There is nothing wrong with this, as long as we do not 
notice the reverse process of this phenomenon. If the only criterion 
is the use of knowledge in a situation, if knowledge is reduced to 
information that has the property of potentially becoming obsolete at 
any given time, then knowledge is a consumer product.

If we do not see the reverse side of some very specifi c processes, in 
which the ‚traditional‘ role of the teacher is replaced by the ‚new‘ 
role; in which the ‚new‘ relation between the teacher and the pupil 
comes to the fore; in which the ‚traditional‘ concept of knowledge 
itself is replaced by the ‚new‘ one, then we suddenly get the feeling 
that we are leaving the realm of social relations. Thus, the school 
fi eld is understood, as J. C. Milner would put it, as a zero-institution, 
as an institution with no properties of institution, and fi nally as the 
‚kind‘ school, in which social contradictions are resolved. The 
question remains, whether the process is not in fact reverse, since 
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nowadays all institutions are becoming ‚kind‘, and by being so 
reversely aff ect the school.

In sum, only to a certain extent can the school be a place of correcting 
the wrongs, but it cannot become a universal place of correcting the 
wrongs. The reason for this is very simple: the school assumes such a 
role not only to the extent that it performs its normalisational role in 
the society but precisely to perform it.
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Abstract
Lifelong learning takes a central place at the education policy agenda these 
days. Though the idea that learning should not be restricted to childhood 
and adolescence dates bake to the 19th century, lifelong learning as a con-
cept has gained special a� ention since the 1990’s. The paper deals with life-
long learning at the international level and in Denmark. The aim of the 
paper is to analyse to which extend lifelong learning has been implemented 
in a Danish context both at the political level and at the individual level. The 
fi rst part of the paper therefore describes the concept “lifelong learning”, its 
content and its history at the international education policy agenda. The 
second part of the paper gives an overview of recent education reforms in 
Denmark relating to lifelong learning and especially to the results of the 
Lisbon summit in 2000. The paper then goes on analysing life-long learn-
ing in relation to the individual Danes by focusing on participation and 
interest in educa-tion and training. In doing this, the paper pays special 
a� ention to the low-educated. Based on the analysis it is concluded, that 
lifelong learning are widely accepted as being important at both the political 
and individual level in Denmark. Participation in education and training 
is, however, still unequally distributed between diff erent groups, with the 
low-educated participating least in educa-tion and training. At the same 
time, though among those paying most to education and training in Europe, 
the Danish enterprises still pay more for education and training activities, 
the higher edu-cated the employees. 
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Dansk resumé
Livslang læring indtager en central placering på den uddannelsespolitiske 
dagsorden disse dage. Selv om tanken om, at læring ikke skal være begrænset 
til barn- og ungdommen har rødder tilbage til det 19. århundrede, har 
begrebet livslang læring fået særlig opmærksomhed siden 1990’erne. Denne 
artikel vedrører livslang læring på internationalt niveau samt i Danmark. 
Formålet med artiklen er, at analysere i hvilken grad livslang uddannelse er 
implementeret i dansk sammenhæng, på såvel det politiske som individuelle 
plan. I den første del af artiklen redegøres for livslang læring som begreb: 
Dets indhold og historie. Anden del giver et overblik over nyere danske 
uddannelsesreformer, der kan relateres til livslang læring, især 
Lissabon resultaterne af det Europæiske Råds møde i Lissabon i 2000. Artiklen 
fortsæ� er dere� er med en analyse af livslang læring i relation til den 
enkelte dansker med et fokus på deltagelse og interesse i uddannelse. I den 
forbindelse lægges der i papiret særlig vægt på kortuddannede. På grundlag af 
analysen konkluderes det i artiklen, at der i Danmark er en udbredt 
accept af, at det er vigtigt med livslang læring. Deltagelsen i uddannelse er 
imidlertid stadig ulige fordelt mellem forskellige grupper, med de kortud-
dannede som dem, der deltager mindst. Samtidig er der blandt de danske 
virksomheder en tendens til at betale mest for uddannelses aktiviteter re� et 
mod de højere uddannede.

Key words
Lifelong learning; education policy; Lisbon strategy; Denmark; 
participation in education, low-educated, livslang læring, kortud-
dannede.

Aim of the paper
Lifelong learning is a leading concept in educational policy these 
years, both at international and national levels. The aim of the 
paper is to analyse to which extend lifelong learning have been 
im-plemented in a Danish context. The analysis builds on a description 
of the concept, its history and meaning together with an overview of 
Danish educational policy in the recent years and the use of 
education and training among adult Danes.  

Lifelong learning – the concept
The idea of education not only for children, but also for adults goes 
back to the nineteenth century and the Scandinavian tradition of 
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popular education and establishment of folk high schools, o� en 
personalised by the Danish priest N.F.S. Grundtvig. In the years 
immediately a� er World War II, an understanding of a need for 
continued updating of skills throughout life hit the international 
educa-tion policy agenda (Kallen, 2002; Papadopoulos, 2002). 

At its fi � eenth session in Paris in 1968, the general Conference of the 
UNESCO selected lifelong education as one of twelve major themes 
for thought and action in connection with the International Educa-
tion Year in 1970 (Lengrand, 1970, Preface). During the International 
Education Year, the UNESCO published a study by Paul Lengrand 
titled “An introduction to lifelong education” (Lengrand, 1970). In his 
text, Lengrand underlines the responsibilities of education, not only 
in relation to working life, but also in relation to self-development. 
He further underlines that the educational process has to take place 
throughout the entire lifespan, though it may be more extensive in 
some periods of life than in others. Though using the term education, 
Lengrand did not only refer to education in a narrow understanding. 
His understanding of education, in fact, was close to what is o� en 
meant when referring to learning these days:

“If education is to play the part we have described 
throughout the life of the individual and in all the 
dimensions of the la� er’s existence, it is clear that the 
prime need is to draw it out of the school framework so 
that it occupies the totality of human activities, relating 
to leisure as well as work” (Lengrand, 1970, p. 56-59).

Lengrand’s publication was in 1972 followed by the so-called Faure 
report – “Learning to be” (Faure et al., 1972), named a� er Edgar 
Faure, Head of the International Commission on the Devel-opment 
of Education . Two concepts occupied a central place in the report: 
lifelong education and the learning society. The authors behind the 
report, thus, among other things proposed that lifelong education 
became the leading concept for educational policies in the years to 
come. In doing this, they were aware that the actual use of the 
concept would diff er from country to country.  In addition to the 
principle of lifelong education, the authors also introduced the 
idea of ‘lifewide’ learning; though they did not themselves use that 
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concept. They, thus, accentuated that it should be possible to acquire 
education not only through formal and institutionalised paths but 
also through informal and not institutionalised paths. They wrote: 
“The important thing is not the path an individual has followed, but 
what he has learned or acquired”. Further, according to the report, 
the aim of educa-tion should not be to prepare the individual for a 
specifi c job in the future, but mainly to “enable man to be himself, 
to ‘become himself’”(Faure et al., 1972, p. xxxi), and in relation to 
employment promote mobility and a desire to learn. 

About the same time (in 1973), the OECD introduced the concept 
of lifelong learning in the publication “Recurrent Education: A 
strategy for lifelong learning”. The aim of the strategy was, instead of 
an ever-lengthening period of continuing education for the young-
sters, to off er education opportunities throughout the whole life 
(Recurrent Education: A Strategy for Lifelong Learning, 1973). 
Recurrent education , thus, was not seen as an end in itself, but 
as a means to implement lifelong learning. In the organisations 
argumentation for recurrent education and lifelong learning, the 
OECD in 1973 not only stressed the rapid growth of knowledge 
leading to a need for continuous upgrading of knowledge, but also 
a wish for a more equal distribution of knowledge between gen-
erations resulting from an increase in resources spent on education, 
and between diff erent socio-economic groups within generations. 
The concept education explicitly includes not only formal, but also 
informal education. Further, the report stresses that learning takes 
place in an educational con-text and education is important as it 
off ers an opportunity not only to learn new things, but also to 
generalise facts and experiences absorbed in unorganised learning 
situations . The report empha-sises the importance of self-sustained 
and self-controlled learning, but at the same time stresses the need 
for information and guidance, if recurrent education should not 
widen the gap between more and less educated and between those in 
high-level jobs and those in low-level jobs instead of dimin-ishing it 
(Recurrent Education: A Strategy for Lifelong Learning, 1973). With 
its focus on recurrent education understood as educational activities 
a� er compulsory education, lifelong learning was in reality restricted 
to adult education and training. 
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In the 1990’s, lifelong learning made a comeback on the education 
policy agenda, as a way to im-prove citizens’ employability and 
adaptability in a situation with high unemployment rates in Europe 
(A memorandum on Lifelong Learning, 2000). 

In reports from the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) 
(Literacy in the Information Age, 2000; Literacy Skills for the Knowledge 
Society, 1997), for instance, the OECD stressed the growing impor-
tance of knowledge and skills in relation to jobs (especially literacy) 
as well as for productivity, growth and innovation. At the same time, 
the reports pointed at severe skill-gaps in relation to literacy skills. 
According to a Eurobarometer survey from 2003 (Lifelong Learning: 
Citizens View, 2003), almost all citizens in the 15 countries constituting 
the European Union before 1 May 2004 consider themselves to be 
able to read and write and to do arithmetic. However, as pointed 
out in the fi nal IALS report (Literacy in the Information Age, 2000), 
respondents with low literacy skills do not necessarily consider it a 
problem for themselves. While the Eurobarometer survey gave a� en-
tion to people’s subjective view of whether they possessed the skills, 
the IALS tested the actual possession, and distinguished between 
levels of profi ciency. In the second report from the International Adult 
Literacy Survey (Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society, 1997), the 
authors draw a� ention to the fact that according to the results of the 
survey, more than one out of four adults (aged 16-65 years) in the 
countries surveyed  had literacy skills at a level described as insuffi  cient 
for a knowledge society. 

At the same time, the overall focus moved from education to learning. 
In “Lifelong learning for all” from 1996, the interest was no longer 
education as a tool for lifelong learning but lifelong learning in dif-
ferent contexts. In addition, lifelong learning did no longer mainly 
refer to adult education and training, but did also include education 
for children and youngsters.

In 1996, The European Year of Lifelong Learning called a� ention to 
lifelong learning not only at the political agenda, but throughout 
society. Just before the European year of lifelong learning, the 
European Commission published a White paper (Teaching and 
Learning – Towards the learning society) that came to be the main 
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source of reference for a community policy in relation to lifelong 
learning. The white paper stressed the responsibility of the individual 
in relation to lifelong learning, but did not give any defi nition of what 
was meant by lifelong learning (Lifelong Learning: the contribution 
of education systems in the Member States of the European Union, 
2000). In practice, there were about as many defi nitions on lifelong 
learning as there are countries, though they are very close to each 
other. (Lifelong Learning: the contribution of education systems in 
the Member States of the European Union, 2000). 

A defi nition, however, was given later in a communication from 
the European Commission in 1997 on the educational programmes. 
In this context, lifelong learning was defi ned as “encompassing all 
purposeful learning activity, whether formal or informal, undertaken 
on an ongoing basis with the aim of improving knowledge, skills 
and competencies” (Lifelong Learning: the contribution of edu-cation 
systems in the Member States of the European Union, 2000). What 
should be observed in this defi nition is that lifelong learning only 
includes learning activities that are purposeful and in-tended to 
improve knowledge, skills and competences. The learning which is 
taking place acciden-tally and without purpose is not lifelong learn-
ing according to this defi nition. According to the defi -nitions, life-
long learning is to take place in all stages of life, it involves a wide 
range of skills, and formal as well as non-formal activities, and basic 
education is seen as important for laying the ground and for providing 
motivation for continued learning. In practice, there are, however, 
about as many defi nitions on lifelong learning as there are 
countries, though they are very close to each other. (Lifelong Learn-
ing: the contribution of education systems in the Member States of the 
Euro-pean Union, 2000). 

In March 2000, the European Council held a meeting in Lisbon. 
The aim of the meeting was to agree in a new strategic goal for the 
Union for strengthening employment, economic reform and social 
cohesion. The result of the meeting among other things was an agree-
ment to work for the European Union to be the most competitive and 
dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world in 2010. To reach 
this goal, the summit among other factors stated that every citizen 
should be equipped with the skills needed to live and work in an 
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information society. The summit therefore recommended develop-
ment of local learning centres, promotion of new basic skills (IT-
skills, foreign languages, technological culture, entrepreneurship and 
social skills), and increased transparency of qualifi cations  (Lisbon 
European Council: Presidency Conclusions, 2000). A few months 
later, in June, a new council meeting took place, this time in Santa 
Maria da Feira. The presidency’s conclusions of the summit, explicitly 
mentioned lifelong learning as an essential policy for development 
of citizenship, social cohesion and employment. The member states 
of the European Union, the Council and the Commission, therefore 
were invited to identify “coherent strategies and practical measures 
with a view to fostering lifelong learning for all” (Santa Maria da 
Feira European Council: Presidency conclusions, 2000). 

In October the same year, the Commission made a memorandum 
following up on the Lisbon and Feira summits (A memorandum on 
Lifelong Learning, 2000). According to the memorandum, lifelong 
learning was no longer just one aspect of education and training but 
the guiding principle across the full continuum of learning contexts. 
Though related to the employment strategy, the aim of lifelong learn-
ing is not solely to secure employability, but as well to promote an 
active citizenship. Using the word ‘lifewide’ learning the memorandum 
further accentuates that lifelong learning might take place in all parts 
of our life as formal, non-formal as well as informal activities. The 
memorandum extended the list of basic skills from the Lisbon 
summit to include also the ability to know how to learn (A memoran-
dum on Lifelong Learning, 2000). Based on the memorandum, the 
European Commission initiated a consultation process, the results of 
which were presented in a communication in 2001. One of the results 
of the consultation process was a change of the defi nition of lifelong 
learning, to explicitly include learning aimed at personal fulfi lment, 
active citizenship and social inclusion:

“all learning activity undertaken throughout life, with 
the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competences 
within a personal, civic, social and/or employment 
related perspective” (Making a European Area of Life-
long Learning a Reality, 2001, p. 9).
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In spite of the immense focus on lifelong learning, four years a� er 
the Lisbon European Council, there still seems to be some way before 
lifelong learning for all is implemented throughout Europe.

In October 2001, the Commission brought up the fact, that though 
the member states at Feira in June 2000 had agreed to develop and 
implement comprehensive national strategies for lifelong learning, 
only half of the Member States at that time had such strategies. 
Further, in the countries that had such a strategy, the implementation 
of the strategy still remained in an early stage (Making a European 
Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality, 2001). The pessimistic view in 
relation to implementation of lifelong learning to all was continued 
in a communication two years later, with the illustrative subtitle “The 
success of the Lisbon strategy hinges on urgent reforms”, though the 
Commission at the same time made clear, that it was still too early to 
try to measure a progress („Education & Training 2010“. The success 
of the Lisbon strategy hinges on urgent reforms, 2003). According to 
the communication, the reforms undertaken in the countries and the 
pace of the reforms were not suffi  cient.

In the communication “Creating a European Area of Lifelong Learning”, 
the Commission stressed the importance of creating an understanding 
among the citizens for the needs for learning as the basis of any 
strategy for lifelong learning. It is thus interesting, that a Eurobaro-
meter Survey in 2003 (Chisholm, Larson, & Mosseux, 2004) showed, 
that most EU-citizens think that lifelong learning is important (88%). 
Though only half of the Member States in 2001 had an overall strategy 
for implementing lifelong learning, it seems that the citizens of the 
EU have understood the message in relation to the importance of 
lifelong learning, at least for the more traditional skills. Their under-
standing of the importance of lifelong learning, however, does not 
make them participate in education and training.

In the Eurobarometer survey, the respondents were asked about 
participation in education and training in the past twelve months. 
Only one third of the respondents said they had participated in 
some form of education and training in the past twelve months. 
What is however even more striking in relation to the widespread 
understanding of the importance of lifelong learning is, that one 
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third (35%) of the respondents not only had not participated in any 
form of education and training in the past twelve months, they were 
neither interested in doing so. Asked why they had not taken part in 
education and training, the reason mentioned most o� en were lack 
of time (Lifelong Learning: Citizens View, 2003). This is in line with 
much research in participation and non-participation in education 
and learning activities. It is, however, also interesting, that as many 
as one third (29%) of the respondents did not see any obstacles at 
all (Lifelong Learning: Citizens View, 2003). For the European Union 
taken as a whole, participation in education and training, thus, is 
not at all as widespread as the espoused understanding of its impor-
tance. One reason might be that the espoused understanding of the 
importance of lifelong learning does not refl ect a real understanding 
– at least not in relation to one’s own participation. Another reason 
could be a lack of signifi cant education reforms as mentioned in the 
follow-up on the Lisbon strategy („Education & Training 2010“. The 
success of the Lisbon strategy hinges on urgent reforms, 2003).

Danish educational policy and lifelong learning
In 1999 EURYDICE the National Units and ministerial departments 
and services concerned were asked in a survey among other things 
to fi ll in an information sheet about defi nitions on lifelong learning, 
aims and strategies for achieving a society based on lifelong 
learning (Lifelong Learning: the contribution of education systems in 
the Member States of the European Union, 2000, p. 27). According to 
the results in Denmark there is a widespread understanding of the 
need for lifelong learning at departmental level. 

As stated above, lifelong learning and similar concepts have been at 
the international education policy agenda for many years. Accord-
ing to Schuller, Schutze and Instance (2002), the concept and the 
underlying ideas, however, have not caught the same a� ention at the 
national levels until recently, especially not when it comes to concrete 
political decisions. In the light of this, looking at the Danish educa-
tion policy in the near past, the question is whether it is possible to 
fi nd a link to the international debates on lifelong learning and to 
what extent lifelong learning can be said to have been implemented 
in the Danish educational legislation. 
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Lifelong learning in the Danish context is defi ned as “... the 
principle that all citizens should have the opportunity to return to 
education throughout life...” (Alternative approaches to fi nanc-
ing lifelong learning, 1999, p. 5). The term “return” indicating that 
lifelong learning in a Danish context mostly, if not solely, refers to 
adult education. The tendency to see lifelong learning as identical 
with adult education is also visible in the vast growth in adult 
education compared to other educational areas in relation to spending 
(Alternative approaches to fi nancing lifelong learning, 1999). 

Since there is in Denmark a long tradition for adult education, the 
focus on adult education and training in relation to lifelong learning in 
Denmark may not be surprising. Education for children and younger 
people are as well considered important, but mainly as a way to 
develop a foundation on which later education can be based and 
to develop a motivation for learning in the future. Reforms and de-
velopments in education for children and young people are, thus, 
neither motivated nor evaluated in terms of lifelong learning 
(Alternative approaches to fi nancing lifelong learning, 1999; Life-
long Learning: the contribution of education systems in the Member 
States of the European Union, 2000). 

Until 2001, the responsibility for most adult education in Denmark 
was divided between two ministries: The Ministry of Labour who 
was responsible for labour market education and activities aimed to 
reducing unemployment; and The Ministry of Education, responsible 
for almost all other education activities. In 2001, the Ministry of Edu-
cation took over the responsibility of the labour market education. 

In 2002, the Danish Government launched a development plan for 
the educational system called “Be� er education” (Bedre uddan-
nelser, 2002). The plan was related to a strategy for the improvement 
of employment and economic growth in Denmark up to the year of 
2010 (Vækst med vilje, 2002). Very much the same was the aim of the 
Lisbon strategy, though Lisbon is not mentioned in the Danish strategy. 
Among the challenges for the economic growth mentioned in 
relation to the strategy the benefi ts from educational activities were 
insuffi  cient.  
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The plan for a be� er education deals only with education beyond 
compulsory education, but refers to developments within primary 
and secondary school. As to the strategy for economic growth, the 
plan does not mention the Lisbon strategy, but many of the proposals 
refl ect what can be found in the strategy and the subsequent work 
in the Commission. Among the competences highlighted in the plan 
is the ability to and interest in taking initiatives (corresponding to 
entrepreneurship in the Lisbon strategy), an interest in learning new 
things, basic/traditional and social competences. All competences 
are also highlighted in the Lisbon strategy. The plan further stresses 
that fl exibility, lifelong learning, and e-learning will be in the centre 
of the education policy with a focus on the actual competences no 
ma� er how they have been obtained, and on learning not only in 
formal education but also in non-formal education .

In October 2004 the Danish Ministry of Education together with the 
Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation published a follow-up 
on the plan, called “Be� er educations – from words to deeds” (Bedre 
uddannelser - fra ord til handling, 2004). The last three years have, 
according to the publication, witnessed an increased focus on educa-
tion and training directly related to the needs of the labour market, 
while education mostly related to personal fulfi lment has been cut 
down. Among the initiatives is a more widespread access to educa-
tional grants. 

One of the latest initiatives in relation to lifelong learning has been 
the introduction of a curriculum for preschool children in day care 
in 2004 by the Danish Ministry of Social Aff airs. Though the 
initiative is not motivated as an example of lifelong learning, it takes 
Denmark closer to a “from-cradle-to grave” perspective The curricu-
lum focuses on six topics for pre-school children as of 1st August 
2004: Personal competences, social competences, language, physical 
competences, nature, and cultural competences and values („Bekend-
tgørelse om temaer og mål i pædagogiske læreplaner,“ 2004).  

However, one thing is the implementation of lifelong learning at 
policy and legislative level, another thing is whether people are 
interested and do actually participate in lifelong learning. Are the 
Danish citizens prepared for and interested in lifelong learning?
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Lifelong learning seen from the viewpoint of enterprises and the 
individual citizens in Denmark
As for the fi � een old member countries in average, the proportion 
of Danes considering lifelong learning is important for 88 percent 
(Chisholm et al., 2004). That is most of the Danes think that lifelong 
learning is important. And a considerable part of the Danes 
actually participates in education and training. This corresponds 
with the citizens of the EU-15 countries, however in Denmark people 
are more likely to participate in education and training. Looking at 
the actual participation in lifelong learning, the Danes aged 15 years 
or more are the most likely group of citizens of the member-
countries in the European Union prior to 1 May 2004 to have 
participated in education in the last year, though closely followed 
by the Finns and the Swedes. More than fi � y percent of the Danes 
reported to have participated in some form of education and 
training during the past twelve months, compared to about one third 
for EU as a whole. The Danes are also more likely to report personal 
satisfaction as a result of participation in education and training than 
other EU citizens. Fi� y percent of the Danes say they got personal 
satisfaction from participating in education and training, compared 
to thirty-six percent of the EU-15 average. 

Denmark is also among the countries that spends most on education 
and training institutions. In 2001, Denmark spent 7.1  percent of GDP 
on education and training institutions compared to an OECD 
average of 5.6 percent  (Education at a Glance, 2004). 

Looking only at the public expenses, they are - according to an 
analysis of the OECD - signifi cantly higher in Denmark than in other 
EU countries  („Danmark investerer mest i e� eruddannelse,“ 2004). 
Further, Danish enterprises in general are more likely to provide 
continuing vocational training courses than enterprises in any other 
old EU-member country. Especially when it comes to small enter-
prises with less than 20 employees, the Danish enterprises are the 
most likely to provide continuing vocational training (European 
Social Statistics. Continuing vocational training survey (CVTS2), 
2002).  The Danish enterprises also invest more money in further 
education and training than any other country within the EU, 
according to an analysis carried out by the Confederation of Danish 
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Employers. In 1999 Danish private enterprises spent 3 percent on the 
average of their labour costs on education and training, compared 
to 2,3% on the average for the fi � een old EU-member countries 
(„Danmark investerer mest i e� eruddannelse,“ 2004). It may thus 
not come as a surprise that participation in education and training 
are slightly more likely to have been paid for by the employer in 
Denmark than in any other of the old member countries in EU 
(Chisholm et al., 2004).

At the same time, however, investments in further education and 
training are not equally distributed among the diff erent groups of 
employees. A study of Danish enterprises in 1995 showed that the 
higher the educational level of the employee, the more money the 
enterprises spent on education and training (Sørensen, 2000). This 
was the case both when looking at the total spending per employee 
and the money spent per day for the training of the employee. 
According to a survey among service trade enterprises in 2003
(E� eruddannelse, 2004), the enterprises are still most likely to give 
priority to those with most education in relation to further education 
and training, while the least educated are more or less forgo� en . At 
the same time, looking only at those who participated in education 
and training, the low-educated in the EU as a whole, are not less likely 
to get it paid by their employers than the high-educated (Chisholm 
et al., 2004). While the employers are less likely to pay for participa-
tion in education and training for the low-educated workers than 
for the high-educated workers, the payment seems to be important 
for the participation in both groups. The Eurobarometer survey thus 
points at the encouragement from the employer being important for 
the interest in education and training among the low-educated. That 
is fi nancial aid as well as social recognition (Chisholm et al., 2004).

Though participation in education and training are widespread in 
Denmark compared to EU-15 in general (Chisholm et al., 2004), there 
are noteworthy diff erences in who participates in education and train-
ing also in a Danish context. Lifelong learning mostly seems to be for 
the relatively well educated. According to a survey in 1992 among 
members of a labour union covering a signifi cant part of workers in 
Denmark, 61 percent of the unskilled workers had not participated 
in any kind of education and training within the last year, compared 
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to 51 percent of the skilled workers and 42 percent among the white 
collar workers (Jørgensen, Lassen, Lind, & Madsen, 1992). 

The uneven distribution of participation in education and training 
is a problem, not only in economic terms, but also for democratic 
reasons. As shown by the Danish Democracy and Power Study, 
participation in political activities is related to educational level, 
with the least educated participating least in political activities, and 
thereby least likely to have an infl uence on the political decisions 
taken (Togeby, Andersen, Christiansen, Jørgensen, & Vallgårda, 
2003). Furthermore it can be seen that those people whose parents 
are low-educated are more likely to be low-educated themselves 
than those whose parents are high-educated, in spite of  higher 
educational level in general (Hansen, 1995). 

To what extent was lifelong learning implemented in a Danish 
context?
Lifelong learning, mainly understood as adult education is widely 
accepted as being important in Denmark, both at the political level 
and among the citizens. 

Denmark, in 2001, was among the countries spending the greatest 
part of GDP on education and training institutions. There is, how-
ever, at least at political level, a tendency to focus predominantly on 
lifelong learning as a means to secure employment and economic 
growth. Lifelong learning, however, as described above walks on 
two legs: Related to economic aspects, and to personal fulfi lment 
and democracy. Based on the recent reforms resulting from the plan 
for be� er education, the la� er aim seems to be more or less second-
ary to the former in recent Danish education policy.  Though, maybe 
not intentionally, the curriculum for pre-school children, shows that 
Denmark has  moved closer to a “from-cradle-to-grave” perspective 
in line with the Lisbon strategy as mentioned above.

At the individual level many Danes participate in education and 
training. Not only compared to the situation in other countries, 
but also when looking at Denmark alone. Furthermore the Danish 
companies spend a larger part of their total expenses on education 
and training activities than other European enterprises. 
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Participation in education and training as well as the enterprises 
payment in relation to employees’ participation in education and 
training is, however, unequally distributed between diff erent 
groups in society. As for the rest of Europe, those who have the least 
education from the beginning are also those participating least in 
education and training as adults. Furthemore, the enterprises are 
more likely to pay for the well-educated participating in educa-
tion and training than for the low-educated participating. Lifelong 
learning, thus, is mainly for the well-educated. 

Footnotes:
1 One of the members of the secretariat of the commission was Paul Len-
grand. 
2 Defi ned as: “the distribution of education over the lifespan of the indi-
vidual in a recurring way”. 
3 Education is in the report defi ned as  “organised and structured learning, 
confi ned to an intentionally created situa-tion”, including the conventional 
education system, on-the-job training and general adult education.
4 Australia, Belgium (Flanders), Canada, Ireland, the Netherlands, New 
Zealand, Poland, Sweden, Switzerland (French and German), United King-
dom, and United States.
5 Of more concrete actions to be taken, the Lisbon European Council called 
upon the member states, the council and the commission to increase their 
per capita investment in human resources; reduce the number of 18-24 year 
olds with less than upper secondary level education with 50% by 2010; de-
velop schools and training centres into multi-purpose local learning centres 
linked to the Internet; in a European framework defi ne the new basic skills 
to be provided by lifelong learning; by the end of 2000 defi ne the means for 
fostering mobility of students, teachers and training and research staff ; and 
develop a common European format for curricula vitae. 
6 As for example participation in voluntary organisations. 
7 Including both public and private sources. 
8 Cautions should, however, be taken when comparing the diff erent coun-
tries. For instance do Denmark include some expenditures on day-care in 
the expenditures on pre-primary education, while countries like Sweden 
and Finland do not (Education at a Glance, 2004)
9 Luxembourg and the Netherlands are not included in the analysis from 
OECD, and might be spending more money on adult education and training 
than Denmark.
10 With an answer percent as low as 36.8%, the results of the survey cannot 
stay alone. In light of their agreement with the results of the 1995 study it is, 
however, likely that the are close to reality.
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Abstract
In the paper I deal with the question of teachers’ involvement in the Learn-
ing Schools Program, the non-governmental a� empt at the creation of the 
new educational reality, which is an excellent example of non-governmental 
scheme aimed at changing the face of education.  The Learning Schools Pro-
gram is a contemporary example of a school-based initiative designed to 
improve the quality in schools. It provides the forum for teacher profession-
alism and for the profession to be responsible for defi ning itself and demon-
strates how teachers, individually and collectively, work towards redefi ning 
the agenda and content of debates around a good school in which teachers’ 
qualifi cations and skills to learn, not only to teach, play the key role. The 
paper focuses on issues connected with school as the learning place for teach-
ers and its purpose is to contribute to knowledge of teacher professionalism 
through exploring issues related to teachers as learners in school and to 
present the programme of research within this topic. The article consists of 
four main parts. In the fi rst part the priorities of Polish educational policy 
are analysed, in the second part the need for the development of a new form of 
professionalism, which is referred to as activist professionalism is discussed. 
The third one deals with presentation of the Learning Schools Program. In 
the fourth the methodology of the future research is  presented.
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Introduction
Education in Poland has undergone dramatic changes in the last 15 
years. The process of the reform of the Polish educational system 
commenced as a result of the radical change in the socio-political 
system of Poland. From the former communist regime, a more open 
educational system is being built and its core curriculum has been 
developed, focusing on Christian and humanitarian values such as 
responsibility, respect for the cultural heritage, and at the same time 
on opening for the values of European and world values.

The period of political transformation, started in 1989, has brought 
about new legislation, which has become the basis for changes 
in education. The new legislation permi� ed the development of 
non-state schools and changes in the structure of enrolment at the 
post-primary level (a higher percentage of youth a� ending general 
secondary schools), as well as the doubling of the number of 
students a� ending institutions of higher education1. The reform of 
the State administration system and the education reform assume 
that only the national educational policy will be developed and 
carried out centrally, while the administration of education and the 
running of schools, pre-school institutions and other educational 
establishments will be decentralised. The responsibility for the 
administration of public nursery and primary schools (and since 
1999/2000 also gymnasium2) has been delegated to local authorities 
(at the lowest fi rst-level administration). It has become the statutory 
responsibility of the middle, second level administration to administer 
secondary, artistic, and special schools. 

The process of the reform of the Polish educational system achieved 
various development stages in the consecutive phases of this systemic 
transformation taking place in the years 1989-2003. While looking 
closer at planned, introduced, rejected and disputed reforms 
prepared by the governments, one can notice a clear lack of any 
regularity or accumulation of experiences, and a constant con-
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fl ict between the supporters of the autonomy, decentralization and 
denationalization of the education and their adversaries.

On the one hand the 2000 and 2003 OECD PISA (Programme for 
International Student Assessment) studies denouncing the illiteracy 
and innumeracy of Polish pupils alarmed public opinion about edu-
cation. This fact was used by some leaders as a pretext to put the 
blame on Polish education system in general and accuse schools, 
especially teachers and their education for this situation. On the 
other hand, this period of over ten years lacked the planned, 
positive co-operational change taking place irrespective of the politi-
cal disputes resulting in the creation of the democratic and humanistic 
educational system. It was short of a “positive policy”, as Michael 
Fullan (1993) puts it, focusing on the priorities in the fi eld of educa-
tion and solving the problems of education in a non-confrontational 
way. Thus all non-governmental schemes aimed at changing the face 
of the education deserve special a� ention. 

In this paper I present the Polish policy directions for the future and 
discuss the design of the project Learning Schools Program, the non-
governmental a� empt at the creation of the new educational real-
ity, which is an excellent example of such a scheme, with reference 
to supporting the teacher’s professional development towards a 
proactive and responsible approach to professionalism. The partici-
pation in the Learning Schools Program off ers a wonderful opportu-
nity to increase the eff ectiveness of school work through involving 
teachers in the realization of the projects chosen by the schools and to 
provide a learning school environment. The paper focuses on issues 
connected with school as the learning place for teachers. Its purpose 
is to contribute to knowledge of teacher professionalism through 
exploring issues related to teachers as learners in school and present 
the programme of research within this topic and it consists of four 
main parts. In the fi rst part the priorities of Polish educational policy 
will be presented. They will create the background for the further 
considerations. Special a� ention will be paid to the new strategies 
of pre-service and in-service teacher training, which main aim is to 
foster teacher professionalism. In the second part the need for the 
development of a new form of professionalism, which is referred 
to as activist professionalism is discussed. The third one deals with 
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presentation of the Learning Schools Program. In the fourth the 
agenda for the future research will be presented.

1. Policy directions for the future
Following the downfall of the communist regime in 1989, system 
transformations have taken place primarily in the political and 
economic areas; now the social sector services such as education, 
health care, insurance is changed. The reform of the State system 
has included the reform of the old education system because it was 
characterised by the following basic features:

• ‘the primacy of information (understood as a set of facts) 
over skills,

• teaching by academic areas,
• the reduced educational role of the school and its lack of 

partnership with the pupils’ home,
• the narrow-specialisation and long-duration vocational 

training,
• the primacy of collective education over individual 

education’ (Bogaj et al., 2000, p. 10)

The most important reasons underlying the necessity to carry out a 
comprehensive reform of the education system in Poland were, as 
follow:

 the lack of capacity within the present education system 
to adapt to the pace and scope of economic, social and 
cultural change,

 the crisis of the educational role of  the school resulting 
from the predominance of the transmission of informa-
tion over the development of skills and the shaping of 
personality,

 the lack of equal opportunities in the access to education 
at all its levels and the low percentage of young people 
completing secondary and higher education,

 the necessity to adapt the education system to the pro-
visions of the Constitution and the system reform of 
the State, the necessity to adapt vocational education to 
the changing needs of the market economy, the need to 
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establish closer links between schools at all levels and the 
family, as well as the local community.

The preliminary evaluation of the introduced schooling system 
education as well as the conclusions drawn from the analysis of the 
Education for All indicators3 reveals that among the problems in 
need of quick and eff ective solution are:

• providing equal educational opportunities;
• accurate shaping of key skills;
• improving the internal and external systems of the 

evaluation of pupils’ achievements;
• modifi cation of the vocational education and training 

system;
• introduction of the system of the professional 

qualifi cation standards;
• improving the way of the education system fi nancing;
• implementation of new strategies of pre-service and 

in-service teacher training.

In the view of success of implementation the educational reform one 
of these above-mentioned priorities of Polish education policy plays 
a crucial role. It is teacher education because that is just teachers are 
a key factors in educational change.  

1. 1. Teachers at the Heart of Educational Change 
Results of each educational reform carried on by the administration 
mostly depend on the a� itudes and qualifi cations of teachers. That 
is why changes of the philosophy of teacher education and training, 
as well as the modifi cation of the programme of teacher studies are 
necessary in Poland, if the old model of obedient, passive a� itudes 
and a reproductive transformation of knowledge are to be 
abandoned. Nowadays, schools demand teachers who are 
independent, responsible, creative, know how to take initiative, 
teachers who are beyond restrictive standards and have the ability to 
express personal character.

A part of teaching staff  has been produced by means of a long-last-
ing negative selection, as a result of low salaries and a low level of 
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requirements. Increasing the quality of teachers’ work needs to be 
accompanied both with the growth of salaries and requirements. The 
policy should be target at new teachers who start to perform their 
role and to those who upgrade their skills. The policy is expected 
to be continued on ea selective basis taking into account the rest 
of teachers, which would enable to rejuvenate the staff  and arouse 
the interest of men in the profession that has been traditionally 
dominated by female teachers (Bogaj et al, 2000, p. 192).

The process of improving the eff ectiveness of teacher training started 
a� er 1989, continues. In 1998 Ministry of National Education created 
a Teacher Training Council (Banach, 2001) which advocated the 
creation of uniform regulatory system for the training and profes-
sional development of teachers, together with a single system of 
accreditation for this, and also proposed the defi nition of the re-
quirements for the basic components of teacher training and of the 
curricula for each level of training. At that moment work has 
been undertaken to create standard requirements for teachers – as 
university graduates – and also to enable the teachers to train in two 
additional subject areas related to their existing area of competency. 

In the programmes of pre-service teachers training some changes 
have already occurred which refl ect the following new aspects:

• ‘the teacher plays the role of a guide assisting pupils to 
understand the world and take an active part in the 
process of changes, instead of transmi� ing narrow 
knowledge of separate subjects;

• the teacher is prepared to perform his/her tasks both in 
the classroom and in the local environment,

• integrated blocks of teaching contents, overall structures 
and processes replace teaching strictly subject-oriented 
elements of knowledge;

• training is provided to teachers in the area of multime-
dia information technologies and communication sys-
tem’ (Bogaj et al, 2000, p. 193).

However these positive changes in the pre-service teachers train-
ing curriculum are not suffi  cient. Modernisation of teacher train-
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ing should meet the needs of the teacher, that is why the number of 
lectures should be decreased, and the amount of workshops, prac-
tice sessions and discussion-based sessions increased, which would 
not only enable teachers to refer acquired knowledge to their school 
practice, but also lead to the shaping of a more cooperative a� itude 
between pupils and teachers as a feature of the teaching process 
(Salitra, 2003, p. 105)

Local and regional training institutions off ering in-service training 
have engaged themselves in educating teachers, however, only in 
temporary schemes. One-day training courses in schools and 
so-called cascade ones were organised. Within the la� er system the 
graduates from previous courses went on to conduct the ones that 
followed. Substantial as there have been funds provided for teach-
er training by the Ministry of National Education, no coherent or 
consistent programmes as well as no permanent infrastructure for 
the professional development of teachers have existed. Thus Polish 
teachers must devote a great amount of time in order to become 
independent organisers of their own work, to be able to analyse their 
own results and to modify their own actions accordingly. At present 
it may be useful to implement gradual changes (Salitra, 2003, p. 106). 
There is a need to develop new ways of in-service teacher education 
and to examine the nature of the university – school partnership in 
school development in Poland. In-service teacher education needs to 
be based on a long-term commitment to work together, moving from 
traditional teacher isolation towards a new, collaborative school 
culture. The process can be facilitated by university researchers in 
a relationship that is based on equal status of the participants and 
mutual trust. 

2. Aiming at renewing teacher professionalism
Judyth Sachs (1999, p.79) argues that renewing teacher professionalism 
means moving beyond what Friedson (1994) calls a commonsense 
idea of professionalism, which is developed passively, not so much 
elaborated, systematized or refi ned self-consciously as growing out 
of everyday social usage. One of the hallmarks of being identifi ed 
externally as a professional, as Sykes rightly stresses, is to continue 
learning throughout a career, deepening knowledge and skill judgment, 
staying abreast of important developments in the fi eld and experi-
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menting with innovations that promise improvements in practice 
(Sykes, 1990). Here lies one of the paradoxes for teacher professionalism, 
as Sachs argues (1999, p.79). 

David Hargreaves (1994) identifi es the shi� s in culture, values and 
practices of teachers which have resulted from government reforms 
in England, but may be applied equally in many other countries of 
the world. He describes the emergence of a ‘new professionalism’ 
and identifi es a ‘a post-technocratic’ model of professional education 
in which professional development is approached from four inter-
connected premises:

• “teachers are understood to have life-long professional 
needs and these will be met only if treated as in the case 
of any learner, in terms of continuity and progression; 

• for continuity and progression to be realised teachers’ 
developmental needs must be assessed on a regular basis;

• schools devise a plan for development from which also 
fl ow needs for professional development if the schools 
development plan is to be implemented successfully;

• professional needs arising from personal sources (e.g. 
appraisal) have to be reconciled with school needs from 
institutional sources (e.g. a development plan)”. (1994, 
p. 430)

In this model, all teachers have rights to professional development 
and learning is the focal point of the new teacher professionalism 
leading to its rethinking. In knowledge society “learning rather 
than teaching becomes the core activity of teacher and student life 
in schools” (Sachs, 2000, p. 84). As Michael Fullan (1993) rightly 
emphasizes, as a profession teachers are not a learning one, thus 
“while student learning is a goal, o� en the continuing learning of 
teachers is overlooked. While continuous learning and the improve-
ments of our practice should be one of the core values of teachers pro-
fessionalism, in many instances this is not so” (Sachs, 1999, p. 79). Yet 
a lot of research shows an importance of the change from the identity 
of ‘me as a teacher’ towards that of ‘me as a learner’. But this 
process of transformation requires that, as Gorodetsky and Keiny 
note, “teachers have to learn how to learn, and how to promote desire 
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for learning and ‘knowing how’ in their teaching routines” (2003, pp. 
31-32). For this reason a question about teacher as a learner emerges. 
I would argue that renewal of teacher professionalism is connected 
with active professionalism4 as it off ers the possibility of revitalizing 
schools and teacher professionalism through teacher learning, 
especially teacher learning within school as a learning organization. 

The terms ‚learning organizations‘ or ‚learning communities‘ have 
been spread since the early 1990s. (See, for instance Senge 1990 and 
Sergiovanni, 1994). However, the question of what constitutes a 
learning community still exists. One of the answers to it was given 
by Watkins and Marsick (1993), who dealt with organisations in 
general, not concentrating on schools only. In their opinion the 
design of a learning organisation depends on six action imperatives, 
each of which complements the others. 1. Create continuous learning 
opportunities; 2. Promote inquiry and dialogue; 3. Encourage 
collaboration and team learning; 4. Establish systems to capture and 
share learning; 5. Empower people toward a collective vision; 6. 
Connect the organisation to its environment (ibid, p. 11). According 
to Watkins and Marsick’s ideas ‚life-long learning must become a core 
activity for both individuals and organisations as a whole‘ (ibid., p. 
3). They state: ‘Viewed as a learning community, a school responds 
creatively and adaptively to changes in education and society. All of 
the community’s members are valued and share a common purpose 
in the pursuit and achievement of quality education. This demands 
of all members a commi� ed, active involvement in inquiry and 
problem solving, rather than the passive transmission and reception 
of information from teachers to students’ (ibid.).

This promotes the view that schools are (or should be) of the 
utmost importance for teacher professional development. They are 
the learning communities in which learning can, and must, be part 
of all teachers‘ daily activity. However, to promote teacher devel-
opment, as Christopher Day (1999) suggests, the following inter-
connected premises should be fulfi lled: i) any comprehensive pro-
gramme must a� end to the classroom application of understand-
ings, knowledge and skills - a simplistic ‘learn-apply’ model does not 
work; ii) feedback and ongoing coaching are essential components in 
the process of transfer; iii) the disposition towards and commitment 
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to learning must be present in the teacher as lifelong learner;  iv) the 
organisational culture must be supportive of collegial relationships. 
Opportunities to learn through peer coaching and feedback require a 
school culture which facilitates ongoing collegial relationships inside 
and outside the school. This requires strong leadership, ‘manifested 
in priority se� ing, resource allocation, and the logistics of scheduling 
on the one hand and substantive and social leadership on the other’ 
(Joyce and Showers, 1988, p. 91); and v) resources must be targeted 
at long term development, taking into account a balanced portfolio 
of learning needs.

Retallick (1997) distinguishes between a model of teacher profes-
sional development which involves ‚a� ending courses, seminars or 
training programs and a workplace learning concept of professional 
development as building a learning organisation. In the la� er sense, 
professional development is integral to the job, it is part of work and 
it derives its meaning and rationale from the nature of the occupa-
tion‘ (1997, p. 21). In Retallick’s opinion ‚What is required is not so 
much a change of culture in schools, but a recognition in the teaching 
profession that professional learning can and does take place on-the-
job or in the workplace of teachers when problems and diffi  culties 
are seen as learning opportunities‘ (ibid., 23). Retallick also notes that 
teachers already value workplace learning and believe strongly in 
the effi  cacy of on-the-job experience and refl ection. They realize that 
the knowledge provided by outsiders may be useful to them, but 
only a� er trying it out successfully in the classroom. What is more, 
most teachers are convinced that they learn most eff ectively from the 
students in their classrooms (ibid., 36).

Silins, Mulford, Zarins and Bishop insist in their report on the results 
of the Leadership for Organisation Learning and Student Outcomes 
Project that schools must become learning organisations. The great-
est challenge in this process lies in changing, moving ahead without 
losing roots i.e. positive elements of the already established school 
practice. In order to face this challenge the strategy of change must 
be worked out in which learning is going to be viewed as ‚the single 
most important resource for organizational renewal in the postmodern 
age‘ (A. Hargreaves, 1994, p. 11). In this strategy, the school is treat-
ed as a learning organisation. The authors of the report distinguish 
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four factors contributing to organisational learning in Australian 
secondary schools: a collaborative climate, taking initiatives and risks, 
improving school practices, and professional development.

Since a learning organization is a construct and not a se� led social 
phenomenon a lot of eff ort must be put forth to change an organisation 
into a learning organisation. The whole process seems impossible 
without a democratic tradition and competent contemporary 
management. That is the reason why it encounters so many 
problems in Poland which is undergoing transition to a market 
economy. However, this does not change the importance of the school 
as a site of a work-based learning for teachers and the a� ention paid 
to this problem in my country. One of the proofs of this a� ention is 
the Learning Schools Program.

3. The Learning Schools Program
The Learning Schools Program was initiated and is run by the Center 
for Citizenship Education in cooperation with the Polish-American 
Freedom Foundation  and one of the Polish dailies Gazeta Wyborcza. 
The Learning Schools Program is intended to help schools design and 
implement satisfying changes. The program is built on the frame-
work of the Learning School’s Clubs, which is a national network of 
schools that mutually want to defi ne a good school and support one 
another’s in raising the quality of their work. The schools that belong 
to the Club act on the basis of co-operation within teacher teams; 
se� ing educational objectives in the way that enables the degree of 
their realization; fair monitoring the work eff ects; refl ections on the 
applied didactic, educational and organizational practice; creation of 
the school community based on the co-operation of teachers, parents 
and pupils; co-operation of the Club members as well as an open 
discussion about the emerging problems. 

3.1. How do teachers learn at The Learning School? 
• Teachers examine the quality – the initial stage; they wish 

to know as much as possible about their school. 
• Teachers set standards; they set the most important 

objectives they wish to achieve, they determine the 
success indicators in each area.
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• Teachers work out a scheme in specifi c areas; teachers 
appoint task teams working on particular standards.

• Teachers work in teams; they help one another and 
discuss things. 

• Teachers follow changes and create tools of changes 
verifi cation. 

• Teachers invite to discussion about the school; they 
organize colleague panels for the school representatives. 

• Teachers receive The Learning School title, which makes 
them carry on the Learning School  program work and 
share their experiences with others. 

• The change must be brought about not outside the 
school but inside – in its everyday activities. It must 
aff ect the teachers’ work, their way of thinking and 
understanding their roles. Declarations of formal fulfi l-
ment of the tasks imposed on the school will not work. 

The last one is especially important because it shows the importance 
in learning active participation in decision making and collabora-
tive interdependence. The Learning School Program is based upon a 
notion of teacher professionalism in which teachers are initiators of 
change and not only recipients of for example policy change initiated 
form outside their schools. The individual and collective responsi-
bilities play key roles in this programme.

3.2. With a School quality map in the hand 
While determining ranges of their activities, schools entering the 
Learning Schools Program can make use of the quality map by means 
of which one may make ‘a journey’ through the most important areas 
of the school work. The general assumptions must take a concrete 
form on the level of the school, the class and the teacher and the 
pupil. They should be converted into specifi c indications as to small 
tasks as well as general objectives. However, it is necessary to design 
a scheme checking the realization progress. Then, ‘holding a map in 
the hand’ we can look at the school from the inside. 
Sections and areas (examples of dimensions) of the map:
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I. Education results:
• Teaching results: Exam results, Semester results, 

Results for the end of the school year, school 
competitions, projects, knowledge and skills not 
examined systemically. 

• Personal and social development: A� itude towards 
others, a� itudes towards oneself, obeying co-existence 
norms, civic behaviour, planning the future by pupils.

• Graduates’ histories: Further education, professional 
career, life achievements. 

II. Teaching and learning:
• Teaching process and learning: Curricula, teaching 

methods, ways of assessments, ways of motivation.
• Assistance in overcoming diffi  culties: Teaching 

individualization, evening out chances, developing 
pupil passions, supporting apt pupils.

• Use of time: A� endance, Full use of class time, pupil 
homework. 

III. School as institution:
• School as the learning place: Teaching organization, 

teacher qualifi cations, favorable intellectual 
development atmosphere, extracurricular activities.

• School as the workplace: Teacher training, professional 
ethos, teacher relations and co-operation, planning and 
management, organizational structure, material base 
and school fi nances.

• School as the social environment: Teacher – pupil – 
parent relations, school climate, educational activities 
and self-government, security, health care. 

IV. School and the external environment:
• School and home: Parent participation in the school life.
• School and the local community: Participation in the 

local community life.
• School and the work world: Co-operation with 

employees, use of new technologies. 
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The Center for Citizenship Education, considering the local authori-
ties as a natural ally of the Learning School Program, has appointed 
the Self-government Council. It is made up of the representatives 
of the local authorities from the towns which participate in the 
program. During the Council’s sessions the representatives can share 
their opinions on the quality criteria of the school work. This helps 
to include the self-governing point of view into the actions taken by 
the Learning Schools’ Club, whereas the local authorities can be� er 
understand such actions and start participating in them. 
Since the Learning Schools Program appeared to be a valuable 
initiative bringing positive results, on the basis of it the School with 
Class Program was created. This program intends to improve the 
quality of Polish schools primarily through creating a learning 
culture. The programme began its existence in May, 2002. The School 
with Class is premised on three core principles: learning, participation 
and collaboration. Teachers are regarded as learners as well as 
students and the school is regarded as a site of work-based learning 
for teachers. Teachers should provide the leadership and facilitation 
of processes, whereby students learn the skills and knowledge which 
enable them to take responsibility for their own learning that is why 
student learning is only one of the dimensions of learning. Another 
dimension focuses on teacher professional learning, which supports 
an ongoing commitment to the improvement and currency of teach-
ing practice as an individual and collective responsibility.

It is worth mentioning that throughout the School with Class 
scheme the articles explaining, commenting and presenting practical 
solutions and theoretical considerations connected with the rules 
are published in “Gazeta Wyborcza”, a newspaper co-running 
the scheme. Additionally, on the local pages of this newspaper the 
materials from the schools working on these rules are published. 
Moreover, the organizers created the School with Class Internet site, 
where they place the reports on the progress and results the schools 
participating in the scheme achieved while pursuing the fulfi lment 
of the tasks. As a result of the organizers’ work this site has become 
a large database on the schools that take part in this scheme. It also 
provides a forum for the exchange of thoughts and opinions among 
teachers.
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Eventually, over 4,000 schools from all over the country joined the 
scheme. The spectrum of schools taking part in the scheme was very 
wide – from renown schools form big cities to small provincial ones. 
The greatest number of schools that joined the scheme comes from 
the Silesian Province. Almost every third lower secondary school 
and every fi � h primary school endeavoured to obtain the title of 
the School with Class. However, also quite many schools from less 
urbanized areas joined the scheme, which is a very optimistic sign. 
In the West-Pomeranian Province every fi � h school took part in the 
scheme. The smallest number of participating schools was recorded 
in the provinces along the eastern border of Poland, only from 10% 
to 12.4% of them depending on the province

One of the greatest advantages of the School with Class scheme is its 
... lack of profi ts for schools. There is no big prize, no gadget for any 
school. There is not one winner that receives a reward sponsored 
by the organizers, for example a computer classroom. However, that 
does not mean that satisfaction is the only reward for teachers. One 
of the aims of the scheme is to increase the interest of local school 
authorities, local communities, pupils’ parents in schools. It is 
primarily them who are supposed to look more friendly at these of 
“their” schools which want to work be� er. The school can be known 
be� er only when it is visited (and not only during teacher-parents 
meetings). That is why the organizers appeal to parents and 
members of local authorities: ‘Visit your schools, assess their eff orts, 
appreciate or criticize them. Talk to teachers. Learn what is going on 
at them. Inspire and help. Simply, get interested! We invite to Schools 
with Class.’

3.3. Do we have be� er schools as a result of the Schools with Class 
program?
First of all, throughout the scheme in a few thousand schools task 
groups established voluntarily by teachers worked on various 
ventures always with the aim of improving the functioning of schools. 
This teachers’ eff ort surely le�  some positive results in the schools. 
These schools said a lot about that. Without leaving home one can 
check how the schools work, learn what the teachers want to achieve, 
how they help their pupils learn, what extracurricular activities 
there are in these schools and how they widen pupils’ interests. The 
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answers to these questions and many other ones can be easily found 
on the Internet site of the scheme. Of course, the schools’ reports 
must be read critically.

Many people commenced to think more positively about schools 
and the quality of teachers’ work. But the organizers of the scheme 
acknowledge that they have not managed to arise such a support for 
education as they would like to. Their actions were supported by the 
Polish Ministry of National Education and Sport, a few heads of local 
school authorities and a signifi cant number of provincial methodo-
logical centers. However, school inspectors, who are the closet ones 
to the schools, were not interested in the ambitious and professional 
work of schools and their teachers. Some of them even depreciated 
and beli� led this scheme. One could have the impression that some 
of the inspectors treat the initiatives that are born outside local school 
authorities as endangering their own position.

Except for increasing the interest of education authorities the 
organizers of the program wanted to raise the involvement of 
teachers and thus proposed a new forum for exchanging experience, 
that is School for School program, inviting to it teachers carrying 
out the same tasks of the School with Class scheme and living in the 
same region (province). In such a way they created an opportunity to 
describe successes, to share ideas and to jointly search for solutions 
to problems and answers to questions that arise while carrying out 
the tasks. The meetings in the form of workshops took place during 
the school year 2002/2003. They were hosted by the schools which 
volunteered their readiness to prepare them. These schools were 
given the instructions for conducting workshops from the organizers 
of the program. Three to fi ve task groups from the schools situated 
in the same educational region, altogether 6 to 15 people, took part 
in each meeting. Work in small groups were to encourage sharing 
experiences, exchanging ideas and professional discussion about the 
problems connected with the fulfi lment of the tasks of the School 
with Class program.

The Learning School Programme has shown the signifi cance of 
developing a national approach to the renewal of teacher profes-
sionalism as it has contributed in constructive ways to actualizing 
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the possibility of revitalizing schools and teacher professionalism 
through teacher learning. It has emphasized processes of inquiry, a 
collaborative work context and improving learning outcomes. Teach-
ers working, for example, in School with Class scheme have devel-
oped skills and competencies to undertake classroom-based action 
research into dilemmas of teaching such as investigating demanding 
and confrontational aspects of classroom and school life (unacceptable 
student behaviour, problematic aspects of curriculum). The collabo-
ration between schools has led to fi eld-based teacher research and to 
the development of professional and social relationships. This project 
has been also concerned with developing “communities of practice” 
(Lave and Wenger, 1991), which is both the medium and source of 
learning, refl ection and new knowledge about practice. School with 
Class scheme is remarkable in that it provides teachers with the tools 
they need to learn how to learn, to forge new conversations among 
faculty, and with a ‘focused eff ort’ - the work essential to constructing 
shared goals and understanding. 

This article may have given the impression that the design of the 
Learning Schools Program proceeded smoothly, logically and 
effi  ciently towards the stated goals. However, this was not the case. 
There is a need for conducting research which should evaluate the 
Learning Schools Program internally by participating teachers and 
researchers. A central theme in the analysis of the Learning Schools 
Program should be focused on the issue how to support teachers’ 
professional growth and explore new ways of promoting in-service 
teacher education. 

4. The school as a site of work-based learning for teachers. An 
agenda for research 
Despite extensive literature there appears to be li� le research which 
is concerned specifi cally with the sites of teachers learning (Brans-
ford et. al., 1999; McLaughlin, 2002). As McLaughlin rightly states 
‘Reformers and public impatient with disappointing student out-
comes cast requirement for teachers’ learning in relatively simple 
terms – more or diff erent content knowledge. For instance, we hear: 
Teachers need technical skills to work eff ectively with their students 
in the information age. Teachers need to be up-to-date in their 
subject area. Teachers at all levels and across disciplines need to be 
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able to teach reading. However research on teachers’ learning, gen-
erally is silent on the question of environments that stimulate or 
frustrate it. Relatively li� le research looks at how sites and sources of 
teachers’ learning aff ect teachers’ ability and motivation to learn and 
use new knowledge. Likewise, research on teachers’ learning typi-
cally is more concerned about  the content of teachers’ learning than 
with the processes that stimulate, support and sustain it’ (2002, p. 95).

Since the mid 1980s work-based learning (WBL) has become wider 
and wider recognized and accepted within higher education in the 
UK. The changes outlined above and particular discourses produced 
many initiatives. However, as Brennan and Li� le wrote in their 
review of work-based learning development published in 1996 there 
is hardly any research in this fi eld. I would share their concern and 
argue for research to investigate how teachers’ WBL, especially 
learning through the experience of self–study focused on: oneself, 
collaboration; and, educational institution is emerging in response 
to the infl uences of the Learning Schools Program and how the 
discourses of school-based learning are shaping the learning 
experiences of teachers. In order to take forward this process I set out 
below an outline agenda for a future programme of research. Key 
questions for research are suggested together with an illustration of 
some of the related issues for investigation.

It is worth stressing that the modern concept of teachers’ competence 
comprising not only relevant subject knowledge and skills to teach, 
but also a range of personal qualities and the ability to perform 
adequately and fl exibly in well-known and unknown situations. To 
be up-to–date, the concept of teachers’ learning must be understood 
in the same broad sense. The research should be based on two 
fundamental assumptions. Firstly, teacher learning includes two 
essentially diff erent types of process, i.e. an external interaction 
process between teacher (as a learner) and his or her social, cultural 
and material school environment, and an internal psychological 
process of acquisition and elaboration in which new impulses 
are connected with the results of prior learning. Secondly, that all 
learning includes three dimensions: the cognitive dimension of 
knowledge and skills, the emotional dimension of feelings and 
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motivation, and the social dimension of communication and co-op-
erational of which are embedded in a school societally situated context.

The programme of research might aim to map teacher learning on a 
national scale, primarily to identify trends in this area. It is intended 
that the project should provide information that will be benefi cial 
to education authorities and other stakeholders and as it relates to 
professional development. More specifi cally, the objectives of the 
programme of research  will be to: 

- describe teachers‘ a� itudes towards and involvement 
with their learning process (professional development); 

- identify positive and negative factors, as perceived by 
teachers, which infl uence their learning  activities;

- note teachers’ preferences in relation to timing, mode, 
content and purpose of learning;

- support teachers in meeting their responsibilities for 
learning in schools through their own pursuit of 
learning and excellence; 

- sustain the motivation, commitment and enthusiasm of 
teachers and to enhance their self-esteem and sense of 
control over their professional lives by providing 
opportunities for teachers to refl ect on, analyse and im-
prove their own performance; and 

- allow teachers to develop new competencies and skills 
as they move from classroom. 

In order to meet the objectives of the programme of research the 
following key research themes should be considered:

1. What is the role and contribution of the school as the teacher’s 
workplace in the teachers’ learning?

 What opportunities of teachers’ learning are created by 
the school? 

 Does the school stimulate and support teachers in 
learning seen as an element of everyday teacher’s work 
and to what extent does it happen?
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2. What are the changes in the nature of performing teacher role that 
are generating the perceived needs for schools as a site for teachers’ 
school based-learning?

 For example, the introduction of new working practices. 
3. What is identifi ed as the focus for the teacher’s WBL in order to 
respond to these needs?

 For example, core skills, multi-skilling or role specifi c 
knowledge.

4. What types of teacher’s WBL processes have been proposed to 
meet these perceived needs?

 What structures are proposed and what are the role of the 
various ‘partners’ in se� ing the agenda?

 What models of teacher learning are guiding develop-
ments and what is their impact?

5. To what extent are there inequalities in the opportunities for 
teacher’s WBL?

 Which groups of teachers are most likely to have these 
opportunities, are these diff erentiated by gender, age, 
teaching experience and length of a teaching career, type 
of school or type of contract?

6 What are the experiences of teachers as learners within the WBL 
processes?

 What are their experiences of being ‘fl exible’ or 
‘autonomous’ learners?

 How is the learning process supported in practice?
7 What is the nature of the teacher learning which emerges from 
implementing the school based-learning processes?

 Is the learning highly individual or part of a shared 
process?

 What kinds of knowledge and skills are privileged by 
schools and what is actually developed?

8 What are the eff ects of teachers’ participation in the school based-
learning processes on the way in which the learner operates within 
their occupational context?

 Are teachers’ approaches to work or relationships 
changed?

 How does teachers’ participation impact on their 
performance of the schools? 
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While valuable work has already been undertaken under some of 
these themes I conclude by suggesting that a wider programme 
of research, such as the one outlined above, would draw together 
important common issues to deepen our understanding of teach-
ers’ learning. I also acknowledge that, while in the confi nes of this 
paper it has only been possible to address the problem of school 
work-based learning the implications of changes which are taking 
place in the context of lifelong learning imply that a wider study 
would also be appropriate.

On the basis of the obtained research results an a� empt at a 
discussion about the following questions of teacher education within 
higher teacher education institutions can be undertaken. How can 
student-teachers be prepared and equipped to become ‚learning‘ 
and not just ‚teaching‘ - professionals? How can teacher education 
institutions become learning organizations that embody the knowledge, 
skills, a� itudes, and wisdom, that foreshadow and facilitate the 
coming about of the learning society? (What institutional structures 
and processes best facilitate the development of the intellectual and 
personal profi les that are open to new knowledge, and that are keen 
to innovate and to respond eff ectively to fresh challenges?)

Conclusion
I used the example of national non-governmental initiative to 
indicate how it has the potential to contribute to the rethinking of 
teacher professionalism in practice. The Learning Schools Pro-
gram off ers a wonderful opportunity to provide a learning school 
environment for teachers. This program is a contemporary example 
of school-based initiative designs, among others, to teacher 
professional development. It demonstrates how teachers, individually 
and collectively, have worked towards redefi ning the agenda and 
content of debates around school quality and teacher professionalism. 
At the core of the Learning Schools Program is a commitment to 
improve the work practices and in so doing to improve student 
learning outcomes. 

Here work-based learning was used to refer to learning through 
work, where learning is derived from engaging in the actual work 
role. I argue that in a� empting to understand the development and 
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the implications of teachers’ work based-learning, the school as a 
site of work-based learning for teachers, it is important to identify 
the discourses which have emerged, and which have shaped the 
implementation of WBL for teachers. These discourses have emerged 
in a context of change within the economy, and in the nature of work. 
They have also been infl uenced by the wider discourse of lifelong 
learning, and the process of change which has been transforming the 
nature of higher education.

Footnotes
1 There are two types of schools: public also called ”state” schools, 
which off er free education within the framework of the core 
curricula, and non-public schools in Poland. The la� er can be civic 
also called “social”, church, or private schools. The school are called 
“social” or “civic” because of the huge amount of work invested in 
them by people from local social groups – mostly parents and teach-
ers. All these schools may have own curricula, which are approved 
by the Minister of Education. They are fi nanced by fees received from 
parents. Funds can also come from private enterprises and founda-
tions. Since February 1990 non public schools have been eligible for 
a grant calculated according to the number of pupils, of up to 50% 
of the average cost of education a pupil in a state school. Non-public 
schools in Poland have the right to issue school certifi cates that are 
recognised by all other schools and by the universities.

2 Gymnasium – lower secondary school.

3 The report from the study on education indicators in Poland may 
be found in: Education for All: The Year 2000 Assessment, eds. 
Andrzej Bogaj, Krzysztof Kafel, Stefan M. Kwiatkowski, Rafał 
Piwowarski, Ministry of National Education, IBE, Warsaw 2000.
4 J. Sachs (1997) identifi es fi ve core values which constitute ‘the 
fundamentals of a proactive and responsible approach to 
professionalism’:
1. Learning in which teachers are seen to practice learning, individually 
with their colleagues and students.
2. Participation in which teachers see themselves as active agents in 
their own professional worlds.



The priorities of Polish educational policy. Fostering Teacher Professionalism in Schools

163

3. Collaboration in which collegiality is exercised within and between 
internal and external communities.
4. Co-operation through which teachers develop a common 
language and technology for documenting and discussing practice 
and the outcomes.
5. Activism in which teachers engage publicly with issues that 
relate directly or indirectly to education and schooling, as part of 
their moral purposes.
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Abstract
This contribution focuses on the issue of educational and social exclusion in 
the perspective of the infl uence of the socialist regime on education system, 
schooling and society. The main focus in describing the Polish education 
system is on the consequences of the lack of general ideas behind it and 
behind its reforms, what is seen as one of the greatest problems of Polish 
education. The problem of exclusion is seen as a perspective for searching 
ideas within the education in Poland and an adequate approach to the issue 
of exclusion is being sought, what leads to the phenomenological perspective 
of school failure and educational exclusion processes, to seeing exclusion 
as a disturbed interaction outcome. This untypical approach is aimed at 
bringing useful consequences for teacher education, education policies and 
counselling along with specifi c methodological perspectives of their analysis.  
The presented paper is an answer for an appeal of Prof. Rutkowiak made 
at the international conference on education in post communist countries 
(Krakow, Poland, May 2002). The views expressed in this contribution 
are only propositions, some ways of thinking of presented problems and 
invitations for further discussion. 

Abstrakt w j. polskim
Niniejszy tekst porusza problem społecznego i edukacyjnego wykluczenia 
w perspektywie wpływu, jaki wywarł ustrój komunistyczny na edukacje 
i szkolnictwo w Polsce. Brak kierunku przemian edukacyjnych, brak idei 
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przewodniej w reformach szkolnictwa, to jedne z zasadniczych problemów 
rozwoju edukacji w Polsce. Problemy wykluczania są postrzegane jako adek-
watne dla szukania ogólnej idei edukacji, co, przez postrzeganie wyklucza-
nia jako wyniku zaburzonych interakcji, prowadzi do przedstawienia kate-
gorii konsumpcji i godności jako kluczowych dla kierunku przemian eduka-
cyjnych. Przedstawienie w tekście zarysu problemów i wybranych odniesień 
z Polskiej perspektywy ma na celu umożliwienie odniesienia ich do europejs-
kich polityk edukacyjnych oraz szkolnictwa. Tekst ma na celu odniesienie się 
do apelu Prof. Rutkowiak o poszukiwanie kierunku rozwoju edukacji, który, 
jako konkluzja został wygłoszony na konferencji „Edukacyjne wyzwania w 
krajach postkomunistycznych”( Kraków 10-11 maja 2002).

Key words
education in post communist countries,  educational and social 
exclusion, educating society, learning from outsider, dignity, 
consumption, education reforms and policies 

Introduction
It is common knowledge that decades of the Communist regimes 
have greatly infl uenced the Polish society and the education system. 
Still, not many people in Europe realize the complexity and strength 
of this infl uence. It can be laconically depicted by popular Polish 
belief that no signifi cant and positive changes are possible in our 
country until the last generation brought up during the Communist 
regime has passed away. 

Polish publications on social issues, as well as fi ction literature, 
express alarming views on the processes of transformation of Polish 
society towards democratic values and establishing a democratic 
society. In 1995 at the great conference of the world’s prominent 
philosophers (J.Habermas, R.Rotry, L.Kołakowski and others) in 
Warsaw, Ernest Gellner emphasized a specifi c situation of societies 
within Middle and Easter European countries, which are facing 
moral and ideological emptiness trying to fulfi l this emptiness1  
abruptly and chaotically. This emptiness can be seen in the lack 
of general ideas for the direction of development of Polish educa-
tion, which will be addressed later in the text. In Poland this emp-
tiness has brought social anomy, which, additionally, is a blockage 
in the youths‘ development towards ethical-principle orientation2. 
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This emptiness is vividly refl ected in everyday life of young people 
who lead a schizophrenic life between the craziness of a new mass-
culture life styles and schooling which does not arise their interest3. 
Prof. Bartkowicz explaining the reasons for an abrupt increase in the 
rates of youngsters’ suicides (30% in 12 years) emphasizes that many 
Polish youngsters are depressed mainly because of poor relations 
with other people and negative material situation of their families4. 
All these problems are strengthened by the arising importance of 
demands created by a consumer society, which is something new 
in Poland. Looking at the social context more in a sociological and 
political perspective it can be said that Poland is constantly fi ghting 
for not being regarded as a post communist country, which is a great 
challenge.

The perspective of looking for adequate ideas within the Polish 
education area has to be derived from the society’s condition. 
Researches on the state of post communist countries carried out 
in the early nineties compared materialistic orientations of people 
living in European developed countries to those living in post 
communist ones classifi ed as post communist countries and 
orientated on “values of deprivation” (materialistic values), while 
developed countries, especially Sweden, Holland, Denmark and 
Finland were described as countries of post-materialistic values. In 
the case of Poland it means that our society is highly pragmatic and 
acts to achieve materialistic goods rather than to bring social and 
cultural values into their lives, which is more popular in developed 
countries5. The reason for developing a high desire of materialistic 
goods is seen as an infl uence of permanent deprivation of needs 
during the decades of the socialistic period, what is described as 
a phenomenon of “specifi c historical sensitisation of consumption 
shortages”6. The outcomes of researches suggest that overcoming the 
economical weakness and the development from tradition through 
modernism to postmodernism can lead former socialist countries 
to the state, where the focus is on postmaterialistic interests7. This 
suggestion is coherent with, Maslow’s theory of needs, R. Inglehart’s 
conception of evolution within developed countries where societies 
are transforming from the dominance of materialistic value to the 
dominance of post-materialistic values. One of the arguments for this 
conception is the rule that is valid not only in the educational context 
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and can be described as a rule of diminished ultimate effi  ciency. It 
states there is a level at which “further investing in economic spheres 
does not bring signifi cant benefi ts so it is worthwhile to arise 
activity in other sectors”8 This is seen as a hope for the development 
of education in post communist countries but we must not just wait 
for that moment to come. 

J. Rutkowiak compares the Polish way towards achieving western 
standards in all sectors to the situation of learning from outsiders 
that is a situation of learning on the pa� ern of transmission – a 
reception of developed countries’ experiences9. But, unfortunately, 
this transmission is not intensive enough. J. Gray assumes that the 
reason originates from the lack of a historical model of evolving from 
a post communist society into a real democracy. It is believed to cause 
conservative local turnings towards the past rather than developing 
democratic institutions10. It is very sad but some people in Poland 
still think that there is nothing wrong with the Polish song wri� en 
in the early nineties which goes like “let’s go back to communism!”, 
and, unfortunately, it is not only about some sentiment towards the 
past. Still, we do hope that thanks to joining the European Union 
views like that will soon be forgo� en. 

1 Educational context 
The complexity of the infl uence of Communism brings immense 
consequences not only for the society but also for education and it 
is very important in its context. The importance of this problem was 
emphasised by the most important Polish researcher of the issue of 
exclusion, 
Prof. Z. Kwieciński:

“The Polish society, in its new rush towards an epoch 
of wildness, with its ineff ectual and disrespected law 
and political demagoguery, functioning somewhere in 
between American pop culture, back-street vending, 
and the solemnity of Sunday religious ritual, has col-
lectively lost its elementary educational reason – that is 
the ability to provide the minimum conditions for our 
children’s development including a profound change 
in Polish schooling, where the traditions of  “socialist” 
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education live on and hence developmental potential is 
wasted.”11 

The Polish education system is still struggling with the inheritance 
of socialism which is refl ected by the system itself and all the people 
involved. The fi ght is not yet won because the most typical feature of 
the Polish education system is just the same as the most typical 
feature of Polish education system during the socialistic period. 
Ironically, this feature is the unchangeability of its nature. The last 
reform has shown it can undergo even structural and curricula 
changes but they are superfi cial and schooling stays quite the same. 
That is why some Polish pedagogues and educators describe the 
Polish schooling and education system as a system of “islands of 
educational resistance”12.

Because of the socialist past all the problems of the Polish education 
systems are very complex but there is one general problem, which 
hinders the development of the Polish education system and school-
ing. The problem is the lack of a clear philosophical basis of reforms 
and thus the lack of clear determinants of their goals and directions. 
Prof. Kwieciński emphasized that the last reform had no general 
ideas of change and renewal of schooling. This brings the reform 
down to structural changes without much impact on critical 
problems of quality and accessibility of education.   

2. Changes of an educating society
In the search for educational ideas in a post communist country 
facing the problem of exclusion there is a need for addressing the 
state of parallel education in Poland. It is also worthwhile because 
it is seen as one of the most important direction of education devel-
opment in Europe14 whereas in Poland it is o� en described as the 
neglected fi eld of education15. Prof. Kwieciński describes the crisis 
as a result of the socio-pathology of Polish education during the 
seventies and eighties pointing out that it was the school that taught 
young people 

 “(..) the diff erence between the offi  cial and the private 
morality, that taught them to deliberately lie or distort 
the truth, that drilled them in obedience and ritual idola-
try of the offi  cial cult fi gures, regardless of whether they 
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privately believed their teachings to be reasonable and 
valid” 

and so young people experienced 

‘a noological vacuum’, ‘an existential neurosis’, social 
schizophrenia and anomy – a lack of norms and princi-
ples or their chaotic confusion as well as the duality of 
values”16. 

The change of the political system did not help people to overcome 
‘their chaotic confusion’ and new problems of abrupt changes have 
arisen. People are now facing problems of focusing on materialistic 
values, which I already mentioned. Since education is now turning 
to postmaterialistic interests the crisis of an educating society 
suggested in the early nineties by Prof. Kwieciński are still valid as: 

“It seems urgent, (then) to call for and bring home to 
people the need for a radically critical pedagogy and a 
radically humanistic education, that is the theory, meth-
odology and practice which would consistently – against 
all the odds – serve to maximise the human potential, to 
enable that potential to reach beyond established bound-
aries, existing conventions and roles; which would help 
people to acquire co-operative communicative compe-
tence as well as the competence to negotiate between di-
vergent interests in the name  of a collective, class-related 
and individual emancipation”17

3 Polish researches 
European education policies emphasizes that emancipation is a criti-
cal function of education; schooling is seen as a way of development 
and social inclusion of an individual. This is the most important way 
for building European educating societies. But in Poland we can still 
observe that sometimes it is not only spoiled but also takes the wrong 
direction. The wrong direction in this case is the phenomenon of ex-
clusion through schooling, which is a problem in Polish schooling, a 
challenge for education policies and practice.
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One of the most important Polish researches on exclusion is the longi-
tudinal research carried out under the supervision of Prof. Zbigniew 
Kwieciński in 1972, 1986 and 1998. It showed that between 1972 and 
1998 there have been signifi cant changes in the structure of second-
ary education. The number of students in basic vocational schools 
has dramatically fallen and the number of students in grammar 
schools has risen. During that period there has been no structural 
reform of schooling. Changes have been caused by the immense soci-
ety demand for secondary education. Surprisingly, this demand has 
also gradually deteriorated the quality of basic vocational schooling. 
Prof. Z. Kwieciński emphasizes that in the past decade a� ending 
basic vocational school has become a starting point for lasting social 
and vocational marginalization of an individual.18 The phenomenon 
of marginalization caused by the character of secondary education 
is a specifi c threat which could not be foreseen by The White Paper, 
which appeals for education that prevents marginalization19. In a 
wider perspective of this problem, in “The Socio-pathology of 
Education” Prof. Z. Kwieciński expresses his view that “school 
inequality is demonstrated as a deep internal discrepancy in the 
standards of public schooling, in the school-related and cultural 
competencies, and in moral orientations of school-leavers. Further-
more, inequality is shown in a signifi cant divergence between young 
people’s school careers through no fault of their own – a divergence 
which as a result produces vast and long-lasting spheres of 
cultural impoverishment and signifi cantly hampers the development 
potential of individuals, and then that of their children.”20. So school 
inequality may contribute to cultural marginalization of an individual 
and it is seen as one of the challenges in searching ideas for Polish 
education and searching a way to prevent these phenomena.

3.1. Beginnings of European dimensions in Polish researches on 
exclusion 
Prof. Z. Kwieciński outlines that at the very beginning, in 1972, the 
researches met international expectations. They were an answer 
for Harvard pedagogues and sociologists (Russel Beern, David C. 
Kinsay, Noel F. McGim) who appealed through the UNESCO 
bulletin for longitudinal researches on far-reaching, direct and 
indirect eff ects of poor literacy, and premature school leaving. The 
compilation of last researches coincided with McWhirter’s  (McWhirt-
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er J.J., McWhirter B.T., McWhirter A.M., McWhirter E.H.) alarming 
about threatened youngsters who face numerous problems caused 
by poor literacy and school failure21.        

4. Seeking new approaches to the issue of exclusion

 4.1. Background: Consequences of communism for Polish 
schooling, selected problems of teachers’ work and exclusion 
processes 
The character of education in the communist era has greatly infl u-
enced the styles of teaching, the relations between the teacher and 
student, the a� itudes of teachers and students towards schooling 
and the learning processes. In short: students play the passive role 
in the learning process, they are only to listen and learn by heart and 
are no discussion partners with teachers, the formal curriculum has 
to be ‘processed’ without paying much a� ention to the real goals of 
the curriculum, if there was any universal sense in the curriculum 
at all. So, comparing Polish students to students of Western Euro-
pean countries they achieve good standards of academic knowledge 
but lack basic competencies necessary for securing their goals in a 
modern information society which demands active cooperation and 
processing rather than possessing   information. Theories based on 
cognitive psychology and its researches proved that specifi c features 
of the social environment and bahaviour pa� erns may contribute to 
developing a learned helplessness syndrome. Such features as the 
lack of infl uence or the responsive communication are common and 
may contribute to develop that syndrome among learners. So, 
passive a� itude towards education may be caused by the character 
of educational training itself. It may be strengthened by general 
passive life orientation of parents and even turn into a negative 
a� itude because school training does not assure immediate gratifi ca-
tion or even satisfaction, which is being searched by young people 
who are more socialized to meet the demands created by a consumer 
society than to realize their potential. Such factors are common 
among youngsters from underprivileged families because they 
relatively o� en face school failure and educational exclusion. So, 
there is a need to take into account that the character of the teach-
ing process, as well as the condition of the post-socialist society, may 
specifi cally contribute to a high rate of school drop out.
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J. Rutkowiak emphasized that the lack of vision within Polish 
education bring diffi  culties and even confusion among teachers who 
face the need of developing their own specifi c educational strategies 
that can deal with the problems brought by transformation of the 
system. Without steering policies it is diffi  cult to assess the quality of 
performance. Researches showed that - o� en inspired by the ideas of 
a liberal democracy - they device teaching methods and styles that 
do not match the ideas or objectives they are believed to bring into 
live. Moreover, the pursuit of being up-to-date brings the dominance 
of form and the lack of content22. So gradually, teachers seem to 
realize that schooling is not adequate for the needs and they try to 
meet new challenges. Still without having complex preparation and 
formal possibilities and guidelines their actions are creative but futile. 

4.2. Proposition of phenomenological approach to the issue of 
exclusion
Seeking new approaches to the issue of exclusion the fi ndings of 
Prof. Kwieciński researches and the work of Basil Bernstein, are to 
be seen in the sociolinguistic theory. It aims to gain new theoretical 
approaches to processes of exclusion and new ways of preventing 
exclusion processes. Hypothesis of this seeking are derived from 
direct observation of schooling children from underprivileged 
families. The main focus is on their special needs and educational 
obstacles. The main source of those obstacles is seen in the character 
of interaction between teacher and student, which obviously is 
infl uenced by determinants mentioned by Prof. Kwieciński. The idea 
of planned researches is to fi nd how they infl uence the interaction 
and communication between teacher-student. Another interesting 
problem is whether disturbances in the interaction of teacher-
student have noteworthy infl uence on exclusion processes. Conclu-
sions from direct observation should take into consideration that 
those disturbances may have grater infl uence on exclusion than 
failure in achieving formal school expectations.
 
4.3. Consequences of the background and the phenomenological 
approach valid for education policy analysis and counselling 
Analysing education policies in the context of exclusion, the 
sociological perspective, like that of Prof. Kwieciński researches, is 
the most important for this very complex phenomenon. The 
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sociological perspective refl ects on the social nature of this phenomenon 
and is crucial for education analysis. It off ers a good understanding 
of the education process as well as a  deep perspective. The deep 
perspective stands for the phenomenological view, and in this 
perspective it is represented by Basil Bernstein sociolinguistic theory.

The multidisciplinary aspect of knowledge, including the 
sociological and psychological theories, is necessary for a wide and 
deep understanding of the nature of educational exclusion. Such 
a perspective combines all determinants of the phenomenon of 
exclusion. It can be seen as sociological and psychological in nature. 
The link between them and between school failures are the com-
munication processes. The eff ectiveness of communication depends 
on people involved and external conditions, and it can be easily 
disturbed. Being a teacher requires a high level of communication 
competence. As mentioned above, this is even more important in 
education of children from underprivileged families. In view of the 
growing threat of exclusion there is a need of pu� ing special emphasis 
on communication competence in teachers’ training. Moreover, the 
teachers’ communication competence infl uences other determinants 
of interaction like the perception of the social environment and inter-
active partners. Those perceptions are very important in a post 
communist country where school training has a negative ‘image’23 
and especially important for children from underprivileged 
families. The American experience with second-chance schools24 
clearly shows the impact of the perception on exclusion and inclu-
sion processes. So, it seems worthwhile to analyse the way how 
education policies infl uence communication between students and 
teachers. Trying to counteract exclusion education policies may 
gain new ideas by concentrating on educational needs and obstacles 
rather than on imperative and ideal objectives. This is also an 
adequate challenge for education policy counselling, based on ideas 
behind community schooling and emphasizing the role of conscious 
communication that can bring new approaches to the issue of exclu-
sion. 
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4.4. The idea for education in a post communist country by J. 
Rutkowiak and its signifi cance for the education policy, 
counselling and reforms in the perspective of the issue of exclusion
J. Rutkowiak analysis of the categories ‘consumption’ and ‘dignity’ 
emphasises that many educators treats them separately or as oppo-
sitions while they are also being analysed together and treated as 
terms of integrated ideas and senses, as categories useful the devel-
opment of people. They are a chance and off er ideas for strategic 
thinking of post-socialistic educational changes25. The main idea 
is here to prepare people for the way through materialistic to post-
materialistic values. One of the greatest of Polish contemporary 
patriots and authorities, a statesman of Polish democracy, Jacek 
Kuroń, emphasized that “there is a need of establishing a new way 
of life and a new model of values with overcoming commercialised 
consciousness and the arising role for contacts with people, literature 
and nature and not for high-profi table jobs”26. 

Making the categories of consumption and dignity a central idea of 
education seems a valuable idea not only in the context of the need to 
formulate such a category for Polish education but also in the context 
of the problem of exclusion processes, which appears to be signifi cant 
and an arising problem of Polish education. Making those categories 
central for education means that the focus is on preparing people 
for bringing them and their values into people’s lives. Arising post-
materialistic interests and diminishing the craziness for materialistic 
goods and ways of life should result in fi ghting exclusionary 
mechanisms. Developing post-materialistic orientations can 
be achieved by helping people to think critically, communicate 
eff ectively and thus helping people to understand their environments, 
which is not an easy task in a confused world of a system change.

Trying to achieve the above goals is also crucial for building up a 
democratic society, which Polish people were looking for but it 
seems diffi  cult to realise. The role of mentioned factors is crucial for 
these processes. J. Reykowski emphasised that a democratic system 
is the application of the idea of equality of subjects taking part in 
social cooperation and is based on normative infrastructure and 
resources of communication competence. So, according to Reykowski, 
establishing a democratic system is a long-term process of building 
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appropriate normative systems and acquiring communication com-
petence27. 

Summary
It can sometimes be heard that Polish people are pessimistic and 
complain too much. Unfortunately, the above view on the state of 
Polish society and education is derived from competent researches 
and relevant theories and should not be put down to Polish 
pessimism, although I would like to do this myself very much. It 
should not be done because the crisis of education and new threats 
of social exclusion aff ects us too much. Additionally they cause 
problems with establishing a real democratic system. So there is 
a need for us to prepare ourselves what we are not prepared for. 
Sometimes education just off ers ‘lessons of enterprises and 
businesses’ which are more school advertisements rather than 
valuable education. This is because Polish education lacks the 
general idea for changes and a development direction. Seeing the 
needs, it seems worthwhile to help people acquire a communication 
competence to build a democratic society. There is a need to help 
people to think critically about popular ways of lives and about their 
environments. Critical thinking is much easier for people if they 
understand that consumption and dignity are critical categories for 
the human way of living. For every individual understanding those 
categories it is crucial in defying his or her orientation, what may be 
a starting point of personal development, for example from materi-
alistic to post materialistic values. 

EPAC discussions 
The EPAC discussions on the subject brought outcomes to this issue. 
It may be stated that it showed diff erences in the ways of thinking 
about education between people from postcommunist and Western 
countries. Those diff erences were manifested by the diff erent views 
as well as the diff erent extent of explanation participants needed.   

It seemed much easier for people from post communist countries to 
familiarise themselves with the idea of searching a philosophy for 
educational changes on the way towards a truly democratic society. 
Experiencing the educational challenges of a post communist coun-
try made it easier to understand the idea of searching the direction 
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for education a� er the change of the political system. Obviously the 
same kind of background makes it easier to understand the whole 
issue. 

The experience of a totalitarian background made it easier not only 
to understand the whole issue but also to justify the need of search-
ing the leading idea for education in a post communist country. The 
general discussion brought up disagreement as to whether such 
an idea should exist at all. The disagreement was of real value for 
rethinking the whole concept. Still, it should be emphasised that in 
general people from Western countries were more likely to reject the 
view of the need of searching some leading ideas for education in a 
post communist country. Participants from Eastern countries were 
more likely to agree with the need for searching a concept for post 
totalitarian education so their discussions were more focused on the 
exploring presented proposition for this concept.

Reassuming this small EPAC discussion it showed not only diff erences 
in the way of thinking of education but also revealed that comparing 
eastern and western views in general some divisions can be seen. It 
may not seem politically correct to think in East – West categories 
as it was done on this project. Still, it is worthwhile since it serves 
the purpose of diff erent backgrounds with regard to integration and 
development. It showed that emphasising the diff erences can be of 
great value for integration and discussing education policies. 

As mentioned the EPAC discussion on presented issues has an 
outcome that applies to the issues themselves but also to the 
whole idea of EPAC. Whatever is the outcome of the discussion on 
presented problems, the diff erences that could be seen in many 
aspects simply proved the need of an area where European educa-
tion policies can be compared and discussed. All the refl ections on 
the ideas that have been exchanged clearly shows that EPAC is a 
great area for that.    
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