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The ‘Bashing’ of Educational Research 

 
 

Johan Forsell, Lina Rahm,  
Elisabeth Tenglet & Simon Wessbo  

 
 

 
or this special issue on the Bashing of Educational 
Research, we invited contributions from scholars with 
various disciplinary background to debate contemporary 
and historical issues in relation to contemporary public 
critique of education, educational research, knowledge 

production, pedagogy, didactics, philosophy and politics. 
 
The term ‘bashing’ commonly refers to a verbal attack of 
something, often conducted in a violent way. It may also signify 
“the concept of saying rude things about a certain subject over the 
Internet”, as a user on the website Urban Dictionary put it. This 
is not to be confused with criticism. Criticism of research is 
necessary; something immanent and ubiquitous in the system of 
research and science. But the bashing of educational research is 
perhaps something new—at least as it is expressed on various 
media platforms, in new contexts, by different people.  
 
One reason behind this surge in the ‘bashing of educational 
research’ might be that educational research is a discipline that is 
expected to offer solutions to all problems associated with 
schooling. In Sweden, for example, education should, according to 
the Education Act (2010:800 5 §), be founded on a scientific basis 
and proven experience. As such, the alleged “school crises” (for 
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example, students not performing as desired in international tests 
and comparisons, or the complaint that education is failing to 
solve contemporary societal problems etc.) have in turn raised 
questions about the relevance and value of the academic field of 
education. As evidence, reference is often made to the fact that 
educational research (again, allegedly) fail to produce usable 
knowledge on the “best ways to teach” or, for that matter, on any 
issue of practical importance to teachers and students.  

 
Further, the research field is also accused, at least in the Swedish 
media, as well as by other scientific disciplines, of distorting “real 
knowledge” and “real facts” in favour of schooling programs 
oriented around “political equality”, which puts certain methods 
ahead of knowledge. Consequently, researchers in education are 
described as uninterested in studying how schools and education 
should be organized on a scientifically proven basis, and precisely 
because of this, scholars in education are also described as the ones 
poorest equipped to provide the education of teachers. At times, 
the field of education science is even accused of being harmful for 
education in practice. 
 
With this in mind, this special issue of Confero encouraged 
contributions that approached and analysed contemporary and 
historical criticism of educational research. The result is six essays 
with different aims and scope, but which together form a dialogue 
on the underpinning perspectives on science and learning, not only 
in the field on education but academia at large. To clarify, the 
intention of this issue is not to constrain the critics, but an 
ambition to deepen the conversation and open up for different 
perspectives and voices.  
 
In the lead essay to this issue, Martin Malmström explores both 
the personal and political consequences of the ubiquitous mass 
media criticism of the field of education. In the essay “How Do 
You Think It Feels? On Being the Epitome of Pseudoscience” a 
unique and rare perspective is presented. Malmström share his 
important, personal, and interesting story from the inside of being 
bashed on. In the essay he tells his story of how he finished his 
dissertation, which then came to be discussed in Swedish 
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newspapers as an example of low quality and useless educational 
science. One of the main issues that the debate of Malmströms 
dissertation brought up is about in what way educational science 
is of any use. Malmström’s antagonists claim that educational 
science should focus on how students can become better learners 
or how teachers can become more competent. From this 
perspective it is important that research is evidence-based and that 
the results can show significant effects. Now, since a lot of 
educational research do not fulfil these criteria, the conclusion, 
from this point of view, is that educational research is in danger. 
This raises questions of how we value research. What is good 
research and what is bad research? To what extent should 
educational research benefit the discipline of pedagogy? In what 
way can, on the other hand, research gain from a cultural 
perspective and problematize ideas that are taken for granted?  
   
”There is snobbery in higher education research and everyone 
knows it”1. This quote it taken from Eric Blairs essay “Rebundling 
higher educational research, teaching and service”. Blair suggests 
that teaching and service has become separated from research. 
Traditionally, lecturers in higher education have had both the role 
of teachers and of researchers, but today it is more common that 
some teach and others do research. This separation has also 
isolated these two practices from each other and consequently 
research in educational science has become an easier target for 
bashing. Moreover, Blair concludes that there is also a difference 
in status between researching and teaching, where teaching has 
lower status. This is deplorable not only for those who teach, it is 
also a loss for all the students at universities who may never get 
access to all the research and knowledge that may exist within their 
own department, but where, unfortunately, researchers are aloof 
or uninterested to teach and share what they know. But Blair has 
a cure:  

 
   

                                                   
1 Blair, 2018, p. 44 
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Instead, it is proposed that rebundling the three core aspects of 
higher education - research, teaching and service – would allow for 
a more holistic conception of academic identity where the various 
components work together to offer a more robust, and less 
‘bashable’, academic identity.2 

  
In the next essay, Ansgar Allen and Emile Bojesen provide an 
account of an original and somewhat provoking perspective on 
education in their essay “The Economic Problem of Masochism in 
Education.”. The authors state “Educational researchers are not 
above nor insulated from what they critique”. Using a theoretical 
framework emanating from an essay by Sigmund Freud, they 
examine the masochistic tendency in education and gives a 
thorough example—a new reading—via the film Dead Poets 
Society. Seeing how most of us in the editorial board have a 
teaching background and teach regularly at universities, as well as 
having some of our projects concerning education per se, the 
questions raised by Allen & Bojesen becomes challenging. A lot of 
educational research confirms a picture of education and schooling 
that is deeply problematic. Why is that? As the authors state: “In 
addition to providing lengthy disquisitions explaining what all 
educators already feel, and have long felt more acutely—namely, 
transposing into writing a sense of the ‘shitness’ of things—
educational research helps sustain what it bemoans” 3. As such the 
text illustrates how bashing can take many forms. Thus, the 
authors pinpoint a mechanism in educational research, and 
education as a whole, that calls for attention and reflection.  
 
In the next essay, entitled: ”Slow Science: research and teaching 
for sustainable praxis”, Petri Salo and Hannu L.T. Heikkinen 
examine the slow science movement as an alternative way forward 
for academia. A route that firmly steers away from the 
‘McDonaldization’ of the academic lifestyle. Salo and Heikkinen 
link the current paradigms of fast policy in education to academic 
and cognitive capitalism in the ‘corporatisation’ of universities, 
where “The pressure of effective production, combined with the 

                                                   
2 Blair, 2018, p. 35 
3 Allan & Bojesen, 2018, p. 56 
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fragmentation of academic work processes, results in temporal 
alienation and superficiality, both in terms of academic handicraft 
and the social interactions included in it”4. Slow science on the 
other hand calls on researchers to reflect and problematize the 
foundation for research in current times, and the effect it produces. 
As such, the essay presents an urgent alternative, not only to toxic 
forms of academic management, research and teaching, but also 
as a defence of a sustainable life world.  
 
Returning to the academic practises: why is there such a striking 
discrepancy between flexibility, democracy and empowerment 
(that the Bologna process aims for) and the superficial educational 
activities that it actually results in? This question is the point of 
departure in an essay by Sverker Lundin, Susanne Dodillet and 
Ditte Storck Christensen, entitled: “Ritual, reform and resistance 
in the schoolified university. On the dangers of faith in education 
and the pleasures of pretending to taking it seriously”. The authors 
present an analysis of schoolified education as a normalized ritual. 
Focusing on the teacher education programme, the authors show 
how the implementation of the Bologna protocol can lead to its 
direct opposite: an inflexible body of education which students 
and teachers have very little influence over. By applying the 
concept of rituals to education, the authors show how the fixed 
‘message’ of education can be made visible and thereby subjected 
to further scrutiny. The promise of this message is a promise of 
‘sanctified’ knowledge. But what the schoolified education as a 
ritual in turn produce is rather the ‘acting’ out of certain (desired) 
knowledge, performed at different levels in education. External 
measures such as curricula and regulations, as well as students and 
teachers, thus “create a machine-like ‘show’ of something taking 
place, which is teaching and learning.”5 This contribution clearly 
illustrates how schoolified education is self-referential as well as 
concurrently, and rather effectively, hiding the gap between reality 
and appearance.  
 

                                                   
4 Salo and Heikkinen, 2018, p. 100-101 
5 Lundin, Dodillet and Christensen, 2018, p. 124 
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The closing essay in this special issue is “Resentment, 
disappointment and the ceaseless vitality of teachers and pedagogy 
– An essay” by Moira von Wright6. In this essay, the topic of this 
issue, “The ‘Bashing’ of Educational Research”, is presented 
through the personal and intriguing narration of being confronted 
by critical attitudes towards teaching, education and educational 
research. From the story of being a teacher confronted by a 
hairdresser on the topic of education, to the story of being a 
researcher ‘condemned’ by a Swedish Newspaper as ‘anti-
intellectual’. Through these narrations, von Wright discusses the 
link between scientific critique and public frustration, which could 
be both understandable and healthy but which could also run the 
risk of neglecting ‘the ground-breaking potential of education’ (in 
favour of more stringent traditions, e.g. scientism). By describing 
the potential of education, this essay argues for the value of 
educational research, which is put in contrast to more 
authoritarian and totalitarian - also making teaching and learning 
more ‘effective’ - prospects on education.  
 
Having summarized the essays for this issue we would also like to 
provide the reader with a brief background of the journal Confero 
as such.  
 
Confero started as a cooperative attempt by a group of Swedish 
doctoral students to form a critique against the emerging regime 
of the scientific economy of publications and citations, as well as 
the templates of mass article-production.7 With this in mind, we 
can conclude, five years later, that our most downloaded article is 
an essay from the first issue, entitled: Managing your Assets in the 
Publication Economy, written by the bibliometrician, Ulf 
Kronman. As such, ambition and result does not always coincide.  

 

                                                   
6 von Wright, 2018, p. 145 
7 See Confero Volume 1, Issue 1, 2013: 
 http://www.confero.ep.liu.se/contents.asp?doi=10.3384/confero.2001-
4562.13v1i1 
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However, Confero will keep on keeping on being a critical friend 
in the contemporary ‘publication economy’. A scientific journal 
that aims to provide essays that do not stay faithful to the 
hegemonic format of a ‘scientific article’. And as a peer-reviewed 
open access journal, available for free to people engaged in social 
science research as well as a wider intellectual public.  
 
Essays can be written from a wide range of theoretical perspectives 
and academic traditions. We particularly welcome a broad range 
of empirical sources, used to explore an issue or phenomenon at 
hand: unconventional sources such as art works, pictures, movies 
as well as conventional empirical material like interviews, 
ethnographies or statistics. 
 
Dear authors of this special issue and dear reader, we hope you 
will enjoy this issue as much as we have, and we look forward to 
your forthcoming contributions.  

 
 
The terms and conditions of use are related to Creative 
Commons Attribution Licence (CC-BY)   
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How Do You Think It Feels? On Being 

the Epitome of Pseudoscience1 

 
 

Martin Malmström 

 
magine you have just written a dissertation into which you 
have invested the lion’s share of the last five or so years.2 
After many late nights and a great deal of self-doubt, you 
have finally put an end to it. It turns out the newspapers 
are interested, since your theme obviously has some news-

value. You have chosen a subject which stirs emotions, it seems. 
To the best of your knowledge you have tried to make the 
journalists not distort what you say. But at “The University Leak” 
(Högskoleläckan), a Facebook site where academics and others 
discuss, if that be the term, academic issues, you have been bashed 
for various reasons by people who have, at best, read your 
abstract. You are said to make too much of the empirical material, 
or – well, just imagine – someone claims you do not have any 
empirical material. Your research is described as the worst kind of 
postmodern pseudoscience.  
      
But now it is summer. You have stopped reading “The University 
Leak” – why wouldn’t you? – and, after a time of doubting 
whether or not you want to take part in the rather infantile war 
between the sciences, you have decided to try to make it a go in 
the insecure and (in your opinion) somewhat deceitful academic 
world. The interest for what you have achieved has waned, and, 

                                                   
1  I would like to thank Katarina Blennow and Ingrid Bosseldal for 
valuable feedback. 
2 Malmström, 2017. 

I 
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quite frankly, you are rather pleased. Just as for William Stoner, 
being in the limelight was never a goal for you. Spurred by 
curiosity, you just wanted to investigate a phenomenon you found 
strange and rather disturbing. 
      
Then, in the middle of your vacation, you get to know that in one 
of the nationwide morning papers your dissertation has been used 
as a typical example of unnecessary, expensive educational 
research, which is of no significance whatsoever, since it is not an 
intervention study in which the effects of a specific teaching 
method is analysed.3 The article is the start of a debate of the 
needlessness of educational sciences. Could you see it coming?  
      
I, for sure, could not. But this is what happened, more or less (to 
paraphrase Vonnegut). It has been emotional. I suppose I was not 
prepared for being questioned for the design of the study and its 
theoretical underpinnings rather than the results. I was astonished 
by the ferociousness and contempt of some of the comments. I was 
uncomfortable with being accused of doing useless research. 
Anyway, writing this piece has been cathartic. That said, it is a 
personal text. 
 
Be that as it may, after analysing and describing the incident I try 
to come up with an interpretation of the reception of the 
dissertation. In this essay, I will therefore also make an effort to 
bring some understanding to some burning issues: How did we 
end up here? Why all this talk about effects and evidence? What is 
the origin of the evidence movement? What effects do talk about 
effectiveness in education have?  
 
In the next part, I use the demeaning article mentioned above as a 
springboard to discuss what was brought up in the debate. But 
first I will dwell on some of the results of my dissertation, since it 
pretty much captures the script of media debates about education. 
And, I would claim, the article itself illustrates the phenomenon 
pretty well. In the final part, I discuss some reasons for educational 

                                                   
3 Enkvist, 2017. 
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sciences being continuously bashed and what might happen if we 
listen too readily to the siren calls of the evidence movement. 

 

Educational Sciences at Risk 

To give an idea of what the article mentioned above criticised, it 
might be a good idea to give an account of some of the major 
findings in my dissertation. The dissertation consists of two major 
empirical sections, both of which related to the view of writing. 
One is devoted to media debates and one to Swedish curricula for 
upper secondary school. In this essay, I will focus on the media 
debates. I analysed what has been said about student writing in 
media debates in the seventies, the nineties and the present.  
 
I would assert that it was probably the contents in the dissertation 
as well as what was actually criticised that really mattered in the 
debate that followed. As a background to the debate, in the next 
section I discuss media debates on student writing, which is the 
part of the dissertation that received the most public interest. This 
was to be expected, since analyses of curricula normally do not 
trigger media coverage. Subsequently, the article is scrutinised. 
Among other things, it blamed educational science for not dealing 
with matters of real importance, such as what works in the 
classroom. 

 

Perpetual Writing Crisis 

In 2013, nine historians wrote an article about their students’ 
lacking writing abilities.4 The article went viral. It was mentioned 
in media of all sorts: broadsheets (well, what used to be 
broadsheets), tabloids, radio documentaries and morning TV 
shows. The original article was rather sober in tone, but the 
authors also made presuppositions about students’ knowledge and 
skills based on emotions: “Most students not having any basic 

                                                   
4 Enefalk, Andersson, Aronsson, Englund, Novaky, Svensson, Thisner, 
Ågren and Ågren, 2013. 
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knowledge in our own field, history, is a fact we have accepted”.5 

Many of the assertations realise a categorical modality: “Among 
the students who come to us directly after upper secondary school, 
a majority have language problems”.6 Media texts habitually make 
interpretations of complex events into ‘facts’, for instance by using 
categorical modalities.7 In this sense, the articles are true to the 
genre, but the effects of modality should not be underestimated; 
categorical modality gives an impression of certainty.  
 
In the intertextual chain, the propositions about students were 
treated as truth. Students cannot write… or read… or think. In an 
interview, one of the authors of the original article claimed that 
the students were not able to understand the argumentative article 
the historians had written: “They simply do not understand what 
it says”.8 This statement made an editorial writer exclaim: “We are 
talking about a newspaper article of a few hundred words. It is 
deeply depressing”.9 In another article, a scholar compared the 
cognitive abilities of the students with those of 13-year-olds.10 The 
students were ascribed a collective identity and their voices were 
only heard in a small number of the articles. The debaters often 
used anecdotes, which functioned as local legends, to create 
consternation and reaction. In quite a few of the articles, the decay 
was said to be worse than ever, and it was claimed to have become 
perceptible just a few years earlier.11  
 
Little did the historians nor the other authors of crisis articles 
know this was old news. (Paradoxically enough, as the quote 
above illustrates, the historians stressed they had to put up with 
their students not having any historical knowledge.) Lamenting the 
                                                   
5 Enefalk et al, 2013 (my translation). In Swedish, the sentence has an 
initial that-clause, which expresses presupposed content. According to 
Fairclough (1992, p. 121), [p]resuppositions are effective ways to 
manipulate people, because they are often difficult to challenge”. 
6 Enefalk et al, 2013 (my translation). 
7 Fairclough, 1992, p. 160f. 
8 Hagberg, 2013 (my translation). 
9 Linder, 2013 (my translation). 
10 Samuelsson, 2013. 
11 Hagberg, 2013; Samuelsson, 2013. 
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writing abilities of the young is at least an almost century-old 
custom.12 Mike Rose even has a name for the attitude that it is 
worse than ever and that the decay started just a while ago: the 
myth of transience.13 If only we do this or that (most often going 
back-to-basics), the problems will be solved in one year, or five, or 
possibly a generation. Neither did the historians know they were 
writing in a good old genre – the writing crisis genre.  
 
One of the findings in my dissertation is that there is actually a 
specific writing crisis genre with some particular characteristics. 
According to Ledin, there are four criteria for a genre.14 First, it is 
a social activity, which means patterns of production and 
consumption are important. The producers as well as consumers 
of writing crisis articles seem to belong to a discourse community 
whose members have approximately the same middle-class 
background. Second, the genre needs to be named. To my 
knowledge, the writing crisis genre has not been identified 
previously. This does not mean it did not exist before, only that it 
was not recognised as such. Third, the genre is dynamic, which 
would imply that it changes over time. In my material, it became 
obvious that there was a change in the genre in the nineties. At 
that time, many debaters started using surveys of different kinds 
to support their ideas, either small-scale studies of one school that 
were generalised to represent all of Sweden or large-scale studies 
such as IEA or TIMSS. When I analysed the studies, I could show 
that the debaters interpreted the studies wilfully, though. They did 
not give the whole picture or came up with ill-founded solutions.15 

My interpretation of the surveys being used in the nineties is that 
New Public Management ideas of measurement had reached 
                                                   
12 Andersson, 1986. 
13 Rose, 1985. 
14 Ledin, 2001. 
15 A telling example is when a politician stated that the results of a writing 
study showed that schools were too kind to students who lacked the basic 
skills. They needed, he asserted, to be kept an extra year to “rub in” the 
basics (Jällhage, 1999, my translation). In an essay attached to the study, 
the scholar who constructed it, though, envisions a Swedish subject where 
“today’s mechanic skill practice is excluded”, i.e. the opposite of the cure 
suggested by the politician (Allard, 1999, p. 94, my translation). 
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debates about school by then. In the 2013 debate, it was back to 
normal again, i.e. taken for granted ideas about a writing crisis 
without the slightest support; the school crisis had been 
pronounced so eagerly for the last decade, not least due to 
mediocre PISA results, that no evidence for a writing crisis was 
needed. Everyone just knew. Global rankings are telling, after all. 
Fourth, the genre consists of some specific traits. In the writing 
crisis genre, the paratexts are often drastic and exaggerated. 
Genette describes the paratexts as the threshold to a text. The 
paratexts are for instance images, headlines, introduction and 
words in bold type, which draw attention to the reader as he or 
she flips through the paper (or web page).16 A headline from 1976 
read “The Fall of Language”.17 Another article, from 2013, was 
titled “The Wordless Generation”.18 Another trait, obvious from 
the headlines given as examples, is a prophecy of doom. Increased 
time for the subject Swedish in school is a prerequisite for the 
welfare state to live on, as one author proclaims.19 Another is 
worried that there will be scribes in the street corners in the future 
unless we start teaching the basics again.20 As if we ever stopped.21 

Closely linked with the sense of doom is seeing the past in a 
nostalgic light. When the golden era occurred is either obscured 
or, appropriately, at around the time the author went to school 
him/herself. Often these ideas are woven into anecdotes about days 
long gone or contrasted with anarchic life in present day 
classrooms. Articles written in the writing crisis genre often have 
quotes or mock-quotes, authentic or made up examples of poor 
language use, most often surface errors, taken out of context, 
which makes it hard for the reader to know whether they are 
actually telling or cherry picked. 22  The writing crisis genre is 
probably universal. It is for instance evident in the material I 

                                                   
16 Genette, 1997. 
17 Johnsson, 1976 (my translation). 
18 Hagberg, 2013. 
19 Nettervik, 1993.  
20 Johnsson, 1976. 
21 Evidence to the contrary can be found, for instance in Bergman, 2007; 
Bergöö, 2005; Brodow, 1976; Dahl, 1999, Malmgren, 1992. 
22 For examples, see Malmström, 2017. 
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analyse from the U.S. One example is the widely spread article 
“Why Johnny Can’t Write”, published in Newsweek in 1975, read 
by millions of people and spread to numerous countries. In the 
article, we get to know that “[w]illy-nilly, the U.S. educational 
system is spawning a generation of semiliterates”.23  The crisis 
rhetoric was even more demagogic and stormy in the report A 
Nation at Risk from 1983, authored by a consortium appointed 
by the government, which cautioned about “a rising tide of 
mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a 
people”.24 In Britain, the Black Papers, published from 1969 to 
1975, were “a series of right-wing populist pamphlets which 
mounted a trenchant critique of all aspects of progressive and 
comprehensive education”.25 One of the major themes – the two 
others being indiscipline and unruly left-wing teachers – was the 
idea that academic standards were in decline, particularly 
standards of literacy and numeracy. According to many 
commentators, the decline of basic skills could explain Britain’s 
economic decline – despite the fact that there was no clear evidence 
of decline in standards and even some counter evidence of no 
decline.26 But this discourse of derision, as Ball would have it, was 
massive and effectively silenced other possible voices. 
 
How, then, can the perpetual writing crisis be interpreted? One 
point that can be made is that there are constantly new and higher 
demands of literacy in society.27 Rising societal demands suggests 
the myth of deterioration can prevail. Another important fact is 
that there has been a massive student expansion in Sweden and the 
western world during this period. Groups that used to be 
marginalised have got access to higher education.28 There is also 

                                                   
23 Sheils, 1975. 
24 Gardner, 1983, p. 5. 
25 Ball, 2006, p. 27. 
26 Ball, 2006, p. 28. 
27 According to Graff (1979), the demands are however exaggerated. His 
concept the literacy myth implies that “literacy is [in contemporary 
popular discourse] represented as an unqualified good” leading to 
“progress and happiness” (2010, p. 640).  
28 Askling, 2012. 
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the loss of status and prestige of the new class of intellectuals, the 
professional-managerial class that appears first and foremost in 
the 20th century.29 It gets its authority by the language, the culture 
of critical discourse, as Gouldner refers to it. For that reason, 
education is important, but as more and more people get access to 
higher education, some of the status and power of the intellectual 
class is decreased.30 According to Williams, the cultural capital is 
the only way for the intellectuals to distinguish themselves from 
the masses. This is why the alleged crises so often concern linguistic 
etiquette; what angers the most seems to be surface errors in 
student texts. 31  In line with this thought is the fact that the 
university professor, due to NPM principles and marketisation of 
higher education, has been deskilled and is more or less an 
exchangeable labourer who has to fight hard for authenticity.32 

Ball describes a kind of value schizophrenia that may arise if 
engagement and experience have to be sacrificed to pressures of 
performance.33 Finally, the crisis outbursts could be seen as anxiety 
of the passing time, thus the myths of the fall of civilisation and 
the golden era. In liquid times, language may appear as the only 
thing constant to hold on to. But since languages indeed develop, 
it becomes the task of mother tongue education to keep language 
(and social) change at bay.34 A thankless task, no doubt. 
 
The crisis rhetoric is massive in all the different time periods I 
analyse. There is a popular discourse of writing constructed of a 
number of myths about writing. A myth empties a text of its 
historical context and fills it with timeless ideological content.35 In 
this sense, it affects emotions and perceptions of the addressee, 
rather than inform. The myth is manipulative, since it makes 
subjective notions become naturalised and taken for granted. 
Those taken-for-granted facts are pronounced over and over, to 

                                                   
29 Gouldner, 1979; Ehrenreich, and Ehrenreich, 1979, 2013. 
30 Gouldner, 1979, p. 4. 
31 Williams, 2007. 
32 Ball, 2004. 
33 Ball, 2004, p. 15. 
34 This interpretation is more elaborated in Malmström, 2017. 
35 Barthes, 1972. 
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the effect that ideas about the constant failure of school are 
created. There is a risk that the crisis rhetoric becomes almost 
hegemonic. Even though it might be possible to voice alternative 
ideas, those who do run the risk of being derided and belittled. 

 

Educational Research as the Reason for Educational 
Shortcomings 

My dissertation and its reception illustrate that, on the one hand, 
it is possible to voice alternative ideas, but, on the other hand, that 
doing so might cause ridicule. The dissertation was brought up in 
a guest editorial by a professor emerita in the humanities in 
Svenska Dagbladet, one of the major morning papers in Sweden. 
In the professor’s editorials, the Swedish school is constantly 
criticised. In countless articles and a number of books she has 
assiduously proclaimed the mantra that Swedish education is at a 
loss. According to her, its downfall is an effect of the education 
reforms in the sixties, whose aim, among others, was to level out 
social injustices.36  
 
This time the idea was to accuse educational research for being 
(partly) responsible for the problems in education. My, by then, 
recently published dissertation was used to illustrate the 
shortcomings of educational research to improve teaching. The 
professor starts on a general(ising) note, though. By referring to 
three studies of educational science, she states that educational 
research in Sweden is not about how to improve teaching. The 
reason is that it does not study effects of this or that teaching 
method. It is not evidence-based. However, effect studies are 
hardly the only way of improving teaching. In one of the studies 
she refers to, it turns out that even though the number of effect 
studies are sparse, a vast number of projects about individuals’ 
learning and didactics have received external funding between 
2005 and 2010.37 One would assume that in quite a few of them 
one of the aims is to improve teaching. The professor continues by 

                                                   
36 See for instance Enkvist, 2016a, 2016b. 
37 Broady, Börjesson, Dalberg and Krigh, 2011. 
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asserting that educational science is expensive – there are presently 
175 professors and numerous Ph.D. students, but despite all the 
money that is spent, educational science, she claims, does not live 
up to the expectations of the public. Thus, state funding of 
educational science is an abuse of the taxpayers’ money. To prove 
her point, she then turns to my dissertation: 
 

What is important about this dissertation is that it is typical. It does 
not study effects. It does not show how students can become better 
writers or how teachers can become more efficient in teaching 
writing. It is not about what the public think is at the core of 
pedagogy, which means the subject pedagogy is in danger.38  

 
The professor also asserts that the dissertation does not give 
evidence that the critics are wrong (to an extent, it actually does) 
and, additionally, that it does not investigate whether student 
writing has improved or deteriorated. Therefore, it is useless and 
expensive, and since the researchers, well, me in this case, are not 
experts in improving teaching – I did not study effects of a specific 
method – they should not be appointed as teacher educators. They 
are a waste of the teacher candidates’ time, as is the discipline 
pedagogy as such. Why should society pay for this activity? she 
rhetorically asks. 
 
Reading the article was somewhat confusing; in previous research, 
I have done some practice-oriented research, i.e. tried to improve 
teaching, just like the professor proposes and I would have thought 
my more than decade-long experience of teaching in upper 
secondary school would count for something. At the time, I was 
therefore rather perplexed, both by the discussions in “The 
University Leak” and by the editorial. I had expected to become 
criticised for what I came up with in my analyses. This did not 
happen, though. I cannot help thinking that one of the reasons is 
that instead of actually scrutinising my results some of the 
commentators took the easy way out and saw an opportunity to 
criticise the scientific discipline, the design of the study and the 
theories (for instance critical discourse analysis) used. Thus, they 
might have had a set opinion beforehand. Whether they read the 
                                                   
38 Enkvist, 2017 (my translation). 
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text or not did not really matter. The problem is that many of the 
statements are sweeping and oversimplifying. At hindsight, 
though, I realise I should have seen it coming.  
 
To paraphrase the professor, her article is interesting because it is 
typical. In my material, there are a great number of articles, from 
the seventies onwards, that scorn educational sciences. This is a 
good example of Ball’s concept discourse of derision.39 Analogous 
with the writing crisis genre I identified, there is probably a 
“bashing of educational sciences and teacher education” genre 
with specific traits. But on what grounds is the discipline ridiculed? 
The professor implies that the research me and others devote our 
time to is not beneficial to society. I suppose that could be 
questioned. However, I would suspect there was an even more 
pressing issue at hand. The professor’s critique over the years of 
school failure had been part of my empirical material. Perhaps this 
could explain why she used a dissertation in the discipline 
educational science as proof of the flaws of the discipline 
pedagogy?40 True, educational science is a construction created to 
cure the supposed ills of the discipline pedagogy. One of the aims 
was to bridge the gap between educationalists and the classroom, 
supposedly by endorsing clinical evidence-based research. But, as 
Biesta points out, educational research can have different practical 
roles. My research would be an example of the cultural role of 
research, in that it provides “a different way of understanding and 
imagining social reality”. 41  When this alternative perspective 
problematises presuppositions and taken-for-granted ideas, 
emotions will be aroused.  
 
Let us turn back to the question of research value. I question 
whether it is within the limits of reason that a professor in one 

                                                   
39 Ball, 2006, p. 28. 
40 To an international reader, the concepts might be somewhat puzzling. 
In Sweden, educational sciences and the discipline pedagogy are 
sometimes separated. In Lund, for instance, pedagogy belongs to the 
Faculty of Social Sciences while educational science belongs to The Joint 
Faculties of Humanities and Theology.  
41 Biesta, 2007, p. 19. 
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field evaluates the social benefits of another (in a morning paper).42 
Even more questionable is the idea that public opinion, or, rather, 
what said professor guesses is the public opinion, should judge 
research value. Furthermore, are effect studies really the one and 
only way forward? In the last part of this essay, I will discuss the 
evidence-based methods in educational research that the professor 
and other critics demand. 
 

The Elusive Effects of Effect Studies and Evidence-
based Education 

The bashing of educational sciences has a long history. In my 
material, dating back to the seventies, articles where educational 
science gets the blame for school failure can be found throughout 
the time period. The history probably goes further back in time. In 
the seventies, educational research took a turn towards curriculum 
studies and sociology of education and, thus, in the view of some 
critics (not least government officials in Britain and the U.S.), 
distanced itself from what goes on in the classrooms.43 Researchers 
became more interested in things such as ideologies behind policy 
documents and prerequisites and injustices of schooling. 44 

Theories of feminism and antiracism came into the fore in the 
eighties, and to some extent, displaced class analysis.45 In Sweden, 
phenomenography, developed by Ference Marton in the seventies, 
became a popular methodology. 46  A counter-movement, 

                                                   
42 As a guest editor the professor presents herself like this: “I want to show 
the readers that many of the propositions that circulate about school are 
ideological statements and not facts. The area is extremely ideologisised 
and I want to contribute to tearing down the pedagogical ‘Berlin wall’. 
There are endless things that need to be said about educational issues”. 
So true. It appears, though, as if the professor believes she, in contrast 
with the educationalists, is able to be fully neutral. As Fairclough (1992, 
p. 90) puts it, “[i]t should not be assumed that people are aware of the 
ideological dimensions of their own practice”.  
43 Broadfoot and Nisbet, p. 115. 
44 Englund, 2006, p. 385f. 
45 Ball, 1995, p. 258. 
46 Englund, 2006, p. 387. 
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demanding less interpretative methods, was bound to come. At 
this time, some educationalists identified themselves as “school 
effectiveness researchers”.47  
 
The evidence movement is, thus, not a new phenomenon. Rømer, 
however, claims that it was not until the beginning of the new 
millennium that the concept evidence came to be used extensively 
in discussions about education. Before that it was used here and 
there as a helping word, but, says Rømer, it has “no tradition, no 
anchoring, and no sound philosophy”.48 Contrary to the notion of 
evidence in a general sense, when used in education the concept 
has a more specific meaning, most often denoting evidence of what 
works.49 The concept is slippery, though. As Biesta points out, who 
would be against the idea that education is based on, or at least 
informed by, the best available evidence? But, he continues, if the 
question of for or against evidence comes to the forefront, the 
question of what kind of evidence we are talking about and the 
normative question of what kind of education we want, tend to be 
forgotten.50 The object of education is not just to learn, but to learn 
something, he concludes.  
 
As stated above, it may be hard to discern exactly when the 
evidence movement came into being. However, the notion of 
evidence-based practices took hold in a context of new school 
reforms in the late eighties and the nineties making schools, 
colleges and universities more accountable to local stakeholders.51 
In Britain, some reports in the late nineties questioned the quality 
and relevance of educational research; it was said to be 
“fragmented, noncumulative, and methodologically flawed”.52 In 
the United States, the same concerns were voiced and in the late 
nineties legislation and federal research funding were formed by 
ideas of educational research as being able to tell us what works 

                                                   
47 Ball, 1995, p. 258. 
48 Rømer, 2014, p. 109. 
49 Biesta, 2014, p. 20f. 
50 Biesta, 2014, p. 19. 
51 Hammersley, 2007, p. x. 
52 Biesta, 2007, p. 1f. 
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in the classroom.53 The same critique has been raised even from 
within the field, however. In a lecture in 1996, David Hargreaves 
accused educational research for not being worth the money spent. 
His remedy was for educational science to learn more from 
medicine to become relevant to practice. The ills of educational 
research is, according to Hargreaves, that it is not cumulative – it 
does not build on earlier research. It is not evidence-based. This 
argument leads into the confident statement that the research is 
not useful to teachers.54 As Hammersley affirms in a reply, this is 
a “narrowly instrumental view of practical relevance”, one which 
could be referred to as the engineering model of “the relationship 
between research and practice”.55 In his lecture, Hargreaves also 
asked for a national strategy for educational research to “shape 
the agenda of educational research and its policy implications and 
applications”.56 His prayers were heard. In many countries, for 
instance United States, Britain, Denmark and Sweden, “What 
Works Clearinghouses” or the like have been instigated, whose 
purpose is to increase the efficiency of education using evidence-
based methods. The clearinghouses were originally based on ideas 
from the medical field but the ideas were eventually introduced in 
educational research and practice. 57  Evidently, the evidence 
movement has gained some ground. It has taken the role as a key 
player in policy making and research funding in many countries. 
Some educational researchers have applauded the idea that 
education should be based on evidence, even though some have 
felt a need to reduce the instrumentality and therefore talk about 
evidence-informed education.58  The evidence-informed practices 
do not necessarily relate to specific methods, but rather a general 

                                                   
53 Biesta, 2007, p. 3. 
54 Hargreaves, 2007. Slavin, 2002, has argued along the same lines. 
55 Hammersley, 2007, p. 25. 
56 Hargreaves, 2007, p. 10. 
57 Bjerg Petersen, Reimer and Qvortrup, 2014, p. 7. 
58 Bjerg Petersen et al., 2014, p. 9. 
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set of pedagogical guidelines.59 To some extent, this more nuanced 
view is the effect of the criticism against the concept.60 
 
The critique from the educational community of evidence-based 
practices has at times been harsh.61 Some have criticised the fact 
that quantitative studies are favoured and more qualitative efforts 
are given low priority.62 This is certainly true, but a more pressing 
issue than which methods are privileged is that educational content 
and aims are not given much attention.63 Others have questioned 
the similarity between medicine and education on the grounds that 
evidence in these fields have different meanings.64 Opponents have 
also cautioned against epistemological insularity made possible by 
“the omission of other theories including queer, feminist, race, 
postcolonial, critical, and poststructural theories”. 65  Concerns 
have been raised about a future of education being technical and 
instrumental where the primary purpose is to make students ready 
for a “globalised competition society”.66 The managerial agenda 
of evidence-based education has been criticised, and, finally, the 
fact that values in educational research and practice become 
absent.67 
 
One of the fiercest critics is Thomas Aastrup Rømer.68 To him the 
concepts evidence and education are contradictory, which implies 
that the more evidence-based a practice, the less education, as we 
know it, can take place. As practice is “reduced to the simple 
application of evidence-based rules, or as structural passages for 
enhancing test scores”, the teacher’s judgement is out of the 

                                                   
59 Acccording to Rømer, 2014, p. 108, Hattie and Helmke could be said 
to share this view, as does, I would claim, von Oettingen, 2016.  
60 Biesta, 2007, p. 5. 
61 Biesta, 2007, and Bjerg Petersen et al., 2014, describe the debates and 
those taking part in them. 
62 Bjerg Petersen et al., 2014, p. 10. 
63 Rømer, 2014, p. 107. 
64 See for instance Hammersley, 2007. 
65 Pierre, 2002. 
66 Bjerg Petersen et al., 2014, p. 9. 
67 Biesta, 2007, p. 4.  
68 Rømer, 2014. 
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picture. The cultural purposes of education lose significance. In 
evidence-based research the method has to be detached from the 
content, the context and the purpose of education if the method is 
to be isolated and its effect measured. Thus, educational research 
becomes “a neutral, second-order theory, quite different from 
science proper”. If the classical scientific question “What is going 
on?” is replaced by the instrumental question “What works?”, 
educational sciences are marginalised, Rømer claims. 69  The 
method acts in relation to national and global rankings, which 
means evidence becomes part of an international hegemony 
providing information to a global marketplace. Education, then, 
“is not about giving schools a knowledge base, and it is not about 
preparation for life, or for businesses and crafts, for that matter. It 
is about serving the global economy”.70 
 

Concluding Remarks 

Notwithstanding the criticism, this is where we are now. This is 
what we have to live by. The calls for evidence-based research, I 
would suppose, will be even stronger in the future. My take on the 
plead for evidence-based research is that it tends to get too 
overwhelming, too overshadowing, too all-encompassing. Its 
inherent ostensible logic that all education and educational 
research should be based on evidence might at first glance make 
sense, but the consequence could be that all other kinds of 
educational research may appear unfounded, speculative and, if 
you will, unscientific. One of the effects is that in the media 
scientists in other fields, for instance brain researchers, 
philosophers, historians, physicists and economists, without being 
overly well-read in educational sciences, make claims to defining 
what kind of educational research is of any use.71 The scientists are 
welcome to debate the future of schooling, but it would be 
becoming if they realised that their knowledge about education is 
perhaps a wee bit limited. Instead, educational science is looked 

                                                   
69 Rømer, 2014, p. 113, 111. 
70 Rømer, 2014, p. 114. 
71 See for instance Danielsson, Moberg, Sturmark, and Wikforss, 2016. 
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upon with contempt, and there is a plead for objective and 
evidence-based practices. However, apart from the technical role 
of research – “a producer of means, strategies, and techniques to 
achieve given ends” – educational research could also, as stated 
before, have a cultural role. The two roles could inform each other, 
but, as Biesta points out, a “key problem with the idea of evidence-
based practice is that it simply overlooks the cultural option” and 
reduces research to what is effective, i.e. to what works. 72  If 
dominant discourses are allowed to define what education and 
educational sciences are and set the educational agenda, it would 
come as no surprise if activities of scholars in education are 
ridiculed and scoffed at, should they not meet the narrowly 
demarcated ideals of the apostles of the evidence movement,  
especially if the educational research problematises taken-for-
granted ideas and presuppositions about the doings of schools and 
students. The research becomes an easy target for those claiming 
to be in the know about the state of education – without knowing.  
 
The problem is that the discourses of derision are hard to combat, 
not least since they are spread with the help of the media, and, 
thus, at least to an extent, shape public opinion. The more the 
discourses are vented, the greater the risk that “truths” are created 
and educational researchers derided. A possible effect is that this 
might make scholars anxious and even silenced. After all, who 
would want to be a mock-scientist? Then again, who is to counter 
the negative discourses if not educational researchers. I think we 
need to stand up against the adversaries.73 We should not refrain 
from “going public and being political”. Additionally, we should 
continue doing research that we believe in, research that asks what 
is going on rather than what works, research that “transcends the 
immediate agenda of [educational research] aimed at improving 
practice” and instead advocate for “educational change in a broad 
sense”, as self-study researchers Berry and Forgasz proclaim (a 
research methodology that would probably be frowned upon by 
the advocates of the evidence movement).74 When, in twenty or 

                                                   
72 Biesta, 2007, p. 18f. 
73 A good example is Westberg and Prytz, 2018. 
74 Berry and Forgasz, 2018, p. 48. 
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thirty years, we, in awe, look back upon a time desperately 
enmeshed with international rankings, measurement, and 
accountability, I would like to be able to look myself in the mirror 
and feel that at least I tried.  
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Rebundling higher educational research, teaching and service 

constituent parts no longer recognise that they are actually part of 
a whole body. 

When a loose thread on a woollen cardigan is tugged the item of 
clothing will initially stay recognisable. But if the thread is 
continually tugged, the integrity of the cardigan is reduced until, 
eventually, all that is left is a pile of wool. The unbundling of 
academic identity is currently at a place where things can still be 
repaired. But with further unravelling we may reach a point where 
putting academic identity back together will be a very difficult 
task. The unbundled academic identity allows for bashable 
teaching, bashable service provision and bashable higher 
education research. The time then seems right for a rebundling of 
academic identity - where the many parts orchestrate into one 
holistic entity. The object in need of change is the individual but 
this can only occur at the institutional level where job roles are 
defined. Moving from silos and hierarchies to a more connected 
higher education institution should not be seen as a 'back-to­
basics' manoeuvre - as the basic trinity was never fully formed nor 
fully functioning. Instead, the rebundling of academic identity 
would involve a reconceptualization in three parts. Firstly, the 
conceptualisation of what counts as research needs to be widened. 
Secondly, there needs to be an increased respect for teaching in 
higher education. Thirdly, notions of service need to be revisited 
and brought into the core of job roles. 

The conceptualisation of what counts as research needs to be 
widened. There is snobbery in higher education research and 
everyone knows it. Beyond the old paradigm wars of positivism 
versus post-positivism and beyond the qualitative/quantitative 
dynamic we find hugely varying research approaches treated to the 
same tacitly held normative standard. In such a world, randomised 
controlled trials vie against case studies; SPSS battles with NVivo; 
subjects are pitted against participants, and outcomes are 
measured against Impact Factors. The problem seems to be in the 
norm-referencing of research and the one-upmanship this brings. 
A reconceptualization of research should start from the position 
that scholarly activity is broad-based; that no one approach is 
'best'; that academic fields are not in conflict; that an individual's 
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Erik Blair 

where all constituent parts of higher education can be valued. 
Where research, teaching and service are divided there is the 
chance that isolation will bring a reduction in identity and each 
might fall victim to some level of bashing. Instead it is argued that 
a holistic, rebundled interpretation of academic identity is likely to 
lead to an enriched higher education environment where academic 
staff can draw strength from the various intertwined roles that 
each academic undertakes. 
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Slow Science: 
Research and Teaching for Sustainable 

Praxis 

 
 

Petri Salo & Hannu L.T. Heikkinen 

 
 

ur purpose in this essay is to examine the nature 
and significance of what can be called the slow 
science movement within the contemporary 
discussion about higher education and scientific 
research. In broad strokes, slow science can be 

considered a humble, global and mainly virtual academic 
underground movement. It is clearly not mainstream. Rather, it is 
an alternative way of conceptualising criticisms of the changing 
nature of academic work, which is driven by intensification and 
instrumental rationality. It problematises and opposes fast policies 
in education,1 characterised by academic capitalism or cognitive 
capitalism2 and the corporatisation of universities,3 questions the 
colonisation of academic minds and bodies4  and formulates a 
sustainable alternative to the McDonaldization of the academic 
lifestyle.5  Rather than representing a nostalgic longing for ‘the 
good old days’, characterised by universities as self-sufficient ivory 
                                                   
1 Peck and Theodore, 2015. 
2 Peters and Bulut, 2012; Heikkinen 2018. 
3 Berg and Seeber, 2016. 
4 Shahjahan, 2010. 
5 Salo and Heikkinen 2010; Kivistö and Pihlström, 2018. 
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towers, slow science promotes research practices and communities 
with a high degree of engagement and critical reflexivity, 
considering the scientific and societal prerequisites as well as the 
means and outcomes of research. Regardless of the field of science, 
this calls on researchers to engage in the public sphere in order to 
construct a public intelligence in collaboration with both fellow 
researchers and citizens.6 At the same time, researchers committed 
to the slow science movement cherish and defend their autonomy 
and expertise. This involves formulating the aims, choosing the 
relevant methods as well as examining and presenting the 
outcomes of research in accordance with the criteria of reliability 
and validity within the respective fields of science. Maintaining 
autonomy and expertise calls for independence in relation to 
policymakers, funding agencies, benchmarking, performance 
reports, annual reviews, rankings, metrics and impact factors.7 
Slow science is conscious of, ready and able to debate further 
conditions and practices that enable research and teaching as a 
sustainable collective praxis—practices that foster a good life for 
all human beings and humankind.8  
 
The aim of this essay is two-fold. First, it aims to contextualise the 
discussion around the slow science movement by employing a 
wider debate on contemporary higher education and university 
research. Thus, the slow science movement is associated with 
critical reflections on the practices of economic rationality, 
managerialism, governance, accountability, efficiency, surveillance 
and commodification,9 which are adopted by universities globally, 
and on the undermining and colonisation of the collectively 
creative, truly productive pace and rhythm of the everyday 
academic lifestyle. The intensification of academic work through 
economic rationality and corporate techniques thwarts the truly 
productive slow zones for reading, writing, collegial reflection and 
well-informed critical dialogue—i.e. collegial professional 

                                                   
6 Steegers, 2018, pp. 1–14. 
7 Haigh, 2017. 
8 Kemmis, Wilkinson, Edwards Groves, Hardy, Grootenboer and Bristol, 
2014. 
9 Shahjahan, 2015, pp. 488-489. 
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competence, which is based on collaborative and cumulative 
knowledge creation and scientific quality assurance maintained by 
devoted peers. 10  As studied by Ylijoki and Mäntylä 11  and 
discussed by Berg and Seeber,12 the fragmentation of time and 
energy—enhanced by project management, the standardisation of 
learning outcomes, administrative control and surveillance 
systems and the multitasking made possible by information and 
communication technology (ICT)—affects both the productivity 
and work satisfaction of academics. Short-termism 13  and the 
‘culture of speed’14  has effectively cut off ‘timeless time’ as a 
constituent of enthusiasm, fascination and immersion in research 
and teaching.  
 
Second, the present essay aligns with the principles of slow science 
and practices that enable and foster research and teaching as a 
sustainable praxis. Collective professional praxis underlines the 
importance of respectful communication and collaboration, both 
within the community of researchers and between individual 
researchers and practitioners. It enhances the well-being of 
academics by nurturing a sense of belonging, meaningfulness, 
togetherness, trust and solidarity and stems from the desire of like-
minded professionals to overcome their dissatisfactions and 
address issues that threaten their personal praxis. Emergent 
systems enable researchers and teachers to generate results that are 
greater than the sum of the elements involved. At best, in the 
emergence of science, different and complementary people work 
together. The collaborative emergence of people creates high-
performance processes, which no single person has planned and 
no single person manages.15  
 
  

                                                   
10 Menzies and Newson, 2007; Steegers, 2018, pp. 48–59. 
11 Ylijoki and Mäntylä, 2003. 
12 Berg and Seeber, 2016. 
13 Haigh, 2017. 
14 Berg and Seeber, 2016. 
15 Berg and Seeber, 2016, pp. 71–90; Salo and Heikkinen, 2010. 
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Sustainable praxis as an ideal of academic work 

The very basis for our study is encapsulated in the concept of 
sustainable praxis as an ideal form of academic work. In short, the 
driving force of sustainable praxis are the intellectual curiosity and 
autonomous agency of academics. It is based on the desire to know 
more than before, guided by traditional academic values such as 
research autonomy and rational argumentation. Sustainable 
praxis is driven by what MacIntyre16 calls internal goods, distinct 
from external goods. By external goods, we mean goods that we 
achieve through actions, but which are outside of these actions, 
such as money, fame and power. Conversely, internal goods are 
valued consequences or outcomes of actions which are inherently 
internal to the actions themselves. In other words, internal goods 
are valuable experiences that one achieves by being a participant 
of the practice. MacIntyre uses chess as an example of the 
distinction between internal and external goods. If children are 
given a candy every time they are engaged in a chess match, they 
learn to play for external goods. However, the experience of 
playing chess and learning to become a progressively better chess 
player renders the most satisfying reward to the player.  
 
At best, meeting the challenge to become a better player becomes 
a flow experience,17 whereby a person is fully immersed in a feeling 
of energised focus, full involvement and enjoyment in the practice. 
Likewise, in the context of academic work, a sustainable praxis 
refers to engagement in the academic practice as a value in itself, 
motivated by internal goods—doing research, living the life of a 
researcher. In sustainable academic praxis, scientific work itself 
renders the most important reward and satisfaction. Conversely, 
unsustainable praxis refers to instrumental action whose ends are 
mostly external to the means. The work is motivated by achieving 
better positions in the university hierarchy, obtaining funding, 
expanding publications lists and publishing in high-ranking 
journals. 
 

                                                   
16 MacIntyre, 2011. 
17 Csikszentmihalyi, 1975. 
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To understand the concept of sustainable academic praxis, we 
need to refer to the origins of the concept of ‘praxis’ itself. The 
concept is derived from the philosophy of Aristotle and is based 
on the two different forms of practical knowledge and their related 
dispositions. Aristotle identified two kinds of practical knowledge, 
both situational and embedded in personal experience. One form 
is techne, the craft-like skill and knowledge needed in the material 
world to produce objects or outcomes separate from the person 
producing them (‘external goods’ 18 ). This knowledge advises 
poiesis-type action, which is ‘making action’. The other form is 
phronesis, the moral disposition to deliberate and act wisely and 
prudently in the social world in order to enable and promote a 
good and flourishing life for humans—eudaimonia. The human 
action informed by phronesis is called praxis. In praxis, the goods 
achieved through action are typically ‘internal goods’. In other 
words, whereas in poiesis the driving force of action is 
instrumental rationality, in praxis, humans are committed to 
promoting a good life for themselves and for each other, which is 
the supreme good.19 When it comes to the academic form of life, 
sustainable praxis is not manifested as efficacy in acting, 
performing or making decisions in the context and situation at 
hand. Rather, it is judged over time and, more broadly, as being 
worthy of decency. In what follows, we exemplify and discuss 
contemporary constraints and challenges undermining academic 
work and research as sustainable praxis.   
 

Quick fixes and instant delivery at McUniversity 

In contemporary academia, life is fast-paced, and demands are 
voluminous and ambiguous. Urgency and impatience, high speed, 
unremarked entrances and exits characterise the traffic on the 
academic speedway. Prerequisites and conditions of knowledge 
production seem to have fully embraced McDonald’s service and 
delivery practices—from fast food to fast science! This transition 

                                                   
18 McIntyre, 2011, 
19 Aristotle, 2003; MacIntyre, 2011. 
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has been conceptualised by Peck and Theodore20 as ‘fast policies’. 
What counts are ‘ideas that work’. Fast policies are based on the 
rapid circulation of ‘new policy ideas’, fads and fashions that 
travel around the globe at social-media speed. This also applies to 
educational reforms and is manifested through policy borrowing 
and the use of ‘one size fits all’ models in the new context, 
regardless of geographical, economic, political, demographic or 
other differences. The fast circulation of decontextualised policies 
is enabled by a smooth transnational connectivity between policy-
making arenas and modes of policy development in a perpetually 
accelerating and increasingly interconnected world. This also 
applies to higher education and academic work.  Menzies and 
Newson, 21  among others, note that universities are no longer 
refugees from the mundane hustle-bustle slow zones ‘for reading 
and reflection, critical dialogue and knowledge creation’. The 
practices of managerialism, accountability and quality assurance 
that have largely been adopted in universities are seriously 
undermining the traditional pace and rhythm of everyday 
academic life. Berg and Seeber22 discuss the loss of well-being due 
to the pervasive time pressures and stress among academics at the 
‘corporate university’ and emphasise time as the common factor in 
the ‘values’ of productivity, efficiency and competition. 
 

Productivity is about getting a  number of tasks done in a set unit of 
time, efficiency is about getting tasks done quickly; and 
competition, in part, is about marketing your achievements before 
someone else beats you to it. Corporatization, in short, has sped up 
the clock.23 

 
Besides the fact that corporatisation has led to the prioritisation of 
hot research topics and areas, it has infiltrated the academic 
mindset, affecting the way in which researchers think about and 
relate to their research practices and how they actually conduct 
their research. The quest for productivity and efficiency forces 
researchers to rush into findings and to focus on what is easily 

                                                   
20 Peck and Theodore, 2015. 
21 Menzies and Newson, 2007, p. 83. 
22 Berg and Seeber, 2016. 
23 Berg and Seeber, 2016, p. 8. 
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quantifiable and marketable. The hero-entrepreneurs at the 
corporate university have adopted efficient practices of time 
management and multitasking.24 The ‘good academic citizen’ at 
the neoliberal academy is constantly able and willing to initiate 
new projects, accumulate research and/or development grants in 
line with strategies and priorities and to deliver rapid and instant 
answers to external stakeholders. 25  There might even be the 
occasional innovation. Moreover, maintaining the status of 
academic citizenry presumes the capacity for extensive publishing. 
The fact that published results are often preliminary and partial, 
and ‘the maturity of the findings is either ignored, presumed, 
feigned, or hidden beneath layers of statistical significance’, is of 
no interest.26  This is the era of fast science with fast delivery. 
Research activities are to be performed—both in the sense of 
accomplishing and in the sense of presenting a task or function—
in an entertaining manner. This is done without formulating and 
asking the inconvenient questions of what, how and why; without 
reflecting on sustainability; without claiming autonomy and 
expertise; without anchoring research activities in larger 
communities—within and outside academia. Meanwhile, slow 
professors cling to their academic agency and advocate scientific 
realism. Their aim is to restore their emotional and intellectual 
integrity and resilience by acting with purpose and by preserving 
time for collegial and collaborative deliberation, dialogue and 
reflection.27  
 
Fragmentation of time and energy, enhanced by the multitasking 
made possible by ICT and mobile devices, affects both the 
productivity and work satisfaction of academics. 28  The time 
fragmentation and intensification of academic work are rooted in 
the neoliberalisation of higher education in various forms and 
techniques for governing, monitoring and evaluating research and 

                                                   
24 Berg and Seeber, 2016, pp. 14–32. 
25 Shahjahan, 2015, p. 492. 
26 Haigh, 2017, p. 1. 
27 Berg and Seeber, 2016, p. 11; Haigh, 2017, p.1. 
28 Ylijoki & Mäntylä, 2003. 
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teaching.29 However, these techniques seem to contradict the very 
nature of academic work and forms of life. One prominent 
example of the McDonaldization of academic work are the so-
called quality assurance procedures. Researchers appear to be 
deeply frustrated by the consequences of the techniques of new 
public management (NPM). Efforts aimed at managing the 
allocation of working time through an online database have led to 
bizarre outcomes. For example, in Finland, the software used for 
time allocation (e.g. Sole TM, Reportronic) recognises 7.35 hours 
of work every working day, no more, no less. However, academic 
work, including thinking and reflecting, is not something that can 
be atomised in this instrumental and fragmentary manner. One 
cannot stop thinking or discussing after one leaves the office. A 
counterweight is that, sometimes, you are not at your best in your 
office at a given time; you might be elsewhere doing something 
else. As a result of this fluidity in academic work, researchers put 
imaginary decimal numbers in the database, while in reality, they 
work almost regardless of the clock. This takes place at the same 
time as academics widely discuss the ethics of doing science and 
when the McDonaldization of the university, ICT and global 
networks result in new possibilities and forms of misconduct in 
research.30 
  
It is essential to ask what kinds of impacts these kinds of systems 
and techniques have on the ethical foundations of academic work. 
The time allocation system represents a kind of double 
bookkeeping, whereby academics are forced to knowingly enter 
fictitious figures into the database. This has definite and 
profoundly demoralising effects on academic work. The parallels 
with the former Soviet Union’s dual economy are obvious. It is 
paradoxical that the reforms underlying neoliberalism parade as 
human freedom and the abundance of options. When applied to 
academic work, however, the opposite seems true. Neoliberalism 
is based on the view that competition enhances and restructures 
human practices. In this line of thought, the market is expected to 
constitute a self-regulating system in which individual actors find 

                                                   
29 Shahjahan, 2015, pp. 488-489. 
30 Varantola, 2012. 
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their place in the economy according to the laws of natural choice; 
individuals compete with each other in the same way as the 
evolution of stronger species take precedence over weaker ones.31 
There is obviously a cold logic in neoliberalism. The indicators 
used (e.g. the number of degrees, publications) show that the 
scientific “production” is increasing . According to existing 
statistics, scientific work is made more effective along with NPM. 
Yet, what else is on this track? It seems that it makes people 
cynical, and they begin to treat others in an instrumental way. At 
the same time, neoliberalism seems to bring about alienation, 
anxiety and depression.32 
 

Slow research 

 
Science needs time. It needs time for thought, time for reflection, 
time for making mistakes and more time for correcting those 
mistakes. It develops slowly. Years of churning at the same material 
maybe punctuated by rare and unpredictable leaps of insight like 
those described by Kuhn (2012). However such insights emerge as 
the consequence of hard won field trial and long experience.33 

 
Haigh’s statement relates to applied environmental sciences. He 
presents two case studies, a 15-year study on landslide magnitude 
and frequency in Himalaya and a 10-year study on the effects of 
the use of land fertilisers in South Wales. Both studies underline 
the importance of slow and patient long-term research. In the case 
of land fertiliser use, data collected 10 years after adding fertilisers 
during tree planting suggested opposite conclusions compared 
with ‘a snapshot’ after two years. In the long term, adding 
fertilisers proved to be worthwhile. 
 
Haigh contextualises his case studies within slow science, 
advocating patience, carefulness, receptiveness, reflection and 
mindfulness—a sustainable research praxis. He updates the 
                                                   
31 Hayek, 1945; Hilpelä, 2004. 
32 Hilpelä, 2004; Julkunen, Nätti and Anttila, 2004.  
33 Haigh, 2017, p. 1. 
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branches of slow movement 34  to include slow living, slow 
marketing, slow technology, slow geography, slow journalism and 
slow television. Slow science, as initially formulated in appeals and 
manifestos on the internet, relies on the idea of a slow, calm, quiet 
and curiosity-driven research based on independent and critical 
inquiry at the service of society and human kind as a whole.35 Slow 
science relies on the inherent values of research, researchers and 
the academic form of life as sustainable praxis. The novelty and 
creativity of research findings might be by-products of the 
researcher being absorbed in an enjoyable and satisfactory manner 
in research practices. Slow science relies on a collective praxis, 
dependent on wondering, thinking, discussing and sharing in 
recurring cycles. Time and space are the essential resources for 
exercising professional judgement, for imagining (radical) 
alternatives, for critical playfulness and for ‘exposure to diversity 
and difference regarding ways of seeing and being in the world’—
the attributes of solid creative scientific work.36  
 
We are well aware that slow science might, at first glance, depict 
itself as a resurrected grandmother in a rocking chair, the lost 
romantic stranger in ‘the publish or perish culture’ of 
contemporary academia. Still, at a time when the number of 
publications are to be maximised (by presenting preliminary and 
partial results), peer reviews written in haste, research projects and 
grants tightly scheduled and performance strictly targeted, slow 
science founds itself on a view that true creativity and new insights 
are nurtured in peace at a slow pace. Science worthy of its history, 
institutions, methodologies and contributions to the development 
of humanity is based on loose schedules that allow, at times guide, 
us to pursue the side paths of the stray. There is always plenty of 
time for long reflective walks and enjoyment of the fragrance of 
roses. Substantial and sustainable research findings might be a 
combination of fumbling, making serious mistakes, in-depth 
reflection, collegial dialogue and recurrent interpretations and 

                                                   
34 E.g. Honoré, 2004. 
35 E.g. Slow Science Academy, 2010,  
https://www.petities24.com/slow_science_manifesto. 
36 Mahon, Heikkinen and Huttunen, 2018, p. 9. 
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analysis. Scientific work performed in this manner reminds us of 
both the English and Swedish etymology of the word research. In 
English or French (recherché), it actually refers to the ‘act of 
searching closely’. In the Swedish concept, ‘undersökning’ gives 
the impression of finding something valuable beneath the surface, 
underneath what we are able to see with our eyes (under = under; 
söka = search). 
 
The outcome of the abovementioned logic of reasoning might 
intimate that slow science is favoured by pre-modern, romantic 
and soft humanists. Paradoxically, however, the concept was 
invented within ‘the hard sciences’, medicine and information 
science. The concept of slow was, arguably, first used by an 
information scientist Ernst A. Garfield.37 The irony is that he is 
also the ‘father’ of the bibliometric and is, therefore, liable for the 
‘impact factor’.38 In Garfield’s view, slow science relates to quiet, 
persistent and invisible everyday work. It does not result in a 
number of publications or exhaustingly long curriculum vitaes. It 
is rooted in quality, matured through slow research processes. 
Garfield used the discovery of DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) in the 
late 1940s as an example of slow science. The breakthrough relied 
on protracted, intermittent and exhausting scientific work, from 
which the number of publications was initially very low. When the 
results were finally completed, DNA became a scientific 
breakthrough. Similar examples can be drawn from the recent 
history of science, for example, the development of analytical 
techniques or bootstrapping in statistics.39 Nobel Prize winners are 
rarely young academic career missiles; rather, they are generally 
true academics who have done persistent work, and in most cases, 
they have retired from their academic posts. An example is Peter 
Higgs, a Nobel Prize laureate from 2013, who presented, together 
with his colleagues, the first paper on the topic of Higgs boson in 
the early 1960s. Biochemist Lisa Alleva 40  is another early 
proponent of slow science. She rediscovered ‘the traditional ideal’, 

                                                   
37 Garfield, 1990. 
38 Gosselain, 2011. 
39 Anon, 2015, p. 5. 
40 Alleva, 2006. 
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the very basic principle of making science, in a small laboratory. 
Alleva and her colleagues had the possibility and freedom to 
formulate the starting points and research questions by reviewing 
the literature and exploring earlier studies within the field in a 
slow, thoughtful and thorough manner. Thereafter, they planned 
their experiments with great care and executed research strategies 
with prudence. They did not plough through genomes with a 
desire for discovery. Instead, they formulated a theory, executed 
experiments and, finally, tested the theory—performing a 
sustainable research praxis.  
 

Slow teaching 

For the hero-entrepreneur scientists at the corporate university 
who are teaching and giving classes as a must-do duty, a task 
distinctive from and interfering with ‘truly productive’ research 
activities, this means application and publication activities. Within 
the neoliberal discourse of higher education, learning is 
conceptualised in terms of learning outcomes, as a product or 
process leading to behavioural changes or accumulation of human 
capital, which ought to be accomplished, evaluated and measured 
as interchangeable units of performance.41 Slow researchers relate 
to teaching—that is, the reciprocal and collaborative construction 
of research-like learning environments based on enthusiasm, 
inspiration, pleasure, playfulness, authenticity and a sense of 
belonging—as a site for testing ideas and plans for research and/or 
contemplating existing bodies of knowledge in intellectual 
collaboration with students. In our view, slow teaching is not 
about ‘giving’ students more time to read, think, explore and learn. 
It goes beyond a linear concept of time, time being understood and 
handled as a resource. Slow teaching focuses on being present, on 
the quality of attention enhanced by collective self-awareness and 
self-reflection. Further, slow teaching embraces listening, 
pondering, pacing and narrating.42  

                                                   
41 Shahjahan, 2015, pp. 497-498. 
42 Berg and Seeber, 2016, pp. 40–49; Hart, 2004, pp. 5–9.  
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Berg and Seeber, 43  alongside Shahjahan, 44  question the 
contemporary discourse of teaching and learning within higher 
education, firmly anchored in the duality of mind and body. 
Within a mind-centred framework, learning is understood merely 
as a cognitive activity taking place in a transcendent brain. Classes 
are inhabited by quiet, individual, immobile, silenced bodies, 
invisibilized for the sake of focusing on producing, perceiving and 
interpreting the ‘word’. 45  Slow teaching recognizes the 
embodiment of knowing as well as the contextual, situational and 
physical enablers and constraints of being present, involved and 
engaged in the human interaction labelled as ‘teaching’ in higher 
education. Slow teaching acknowledges the importance of 
sensations, emotions and sensory ways of knowing. It nurtures 
presence, attention and focus by ritualising learning through 
exercises in relaxation, deep breathing, silence and listening. 
Bodies can be reconnected into the classroom by the use of music, 
drama, humour and other sensory experiences. The process of 
dislodging the personhood that is characteristic of the neoliberal 
corporate university, grounded in thinking on scarcity, has to 
begin with a new vision of researchers, teachers and students. 
 

Slowing down disrupts a subjectivity that ties time with rationality 
or productivity, or, more importantly, with being civilized or 
modern. It is about inviting abundance thinking in the present and 
the focus on our bodies now for its own intrinsic value as knowledge 
producer, rather than later, or for some extrinsic value.46  

 
  

                                                   
43 Berg and Seeber, 2016, pp. 33–40. 
44 Shahjahan, 2015, pp. 497-498. 
45 Shahjahan, 2015, p. 495. 
46 Shahjahan, 2015, p. 498. 
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Slow science as an open, collective and public praxis 

A slow scientific process includes surprising and unpredictable 
findings. Although careful planning is essential, the research 
process may reveal a whole new range of perspectives. As a result, 
the research direction might be changed in part or even completely. 
Such unpredictable factors are well-recognised in the tradition of 
action research within the field of education. Corey,47 the pioneer 
of action research, emphasised that there should be an opportunity 
to change the original issues addressed in the original plan so that 
the research can reflect the complex, transformed reality. Whyte48 
uses the term ‘creative surprises’ for these unexpected emerging 
findings and ideas. McNiff, Lomax and Whitehead,49  in turn, 
describe the natural by-paths as ‘side-spirals’. Discovery of 
something unexpected refers to ‘serendipity’. 50  However, 
Liedman51 emphasises that serendipity is not only a matter of good 
luck; discoveries are dependent on wisdom, curiosity and 
concentration. Otherwise, the explorer would not know that the 
findings are rare.  
 
Besides openness to surprising and unpredictable findings, the 
tradition and practices of action research underline the importance 
of respectful communication and collaboration, both within the 
community of researchers and between individual researchers and 
practitioners. Collective praxis in academia, as experienced and 
described by Smith, Salo and Grootenboer,52 nurtures a sense of 
belonging, meaningfulness, togetherness, trust and solidarity. It is 
a ‘capacity building model of intellectual engagement that builds 
communication and partnership’. It stems from ‘the desire of like-
minded professionals to overcome the dissatisfactions and 
addresses issues that threaten their personal praxis’.53 The pressure 

                                                   
47 Corey, 1949. 
48 Whyte, 1991. 
49 McNiff, Lomax and Whitehead, 1996. 
50 De Sousa, 2011. 
51 Liedman, 2001. 
52 Smith, Salo and Grootenboer, 2010. 
53 Ibid., 63. 
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of effective production, combined with the fragmentation of 
academic work processes, results in temporal alienation and 
superficiality, both in terms of academic handicraft and the social 
interactions included in it.54 Personal praxis becomes disconnected 
from collective praxis. The very basis and means of making science 
as a collective endeavour is lost, without the possibility of 
processing ideas and training argumentation and without making 
deeper meaning by listening and participating, criticising and 
interrogating each other.55 It is important to note that original and 
innovative deliberative communication and action require, in 
addition to horizontal relations, recognition and the inclusion of 
diverse interests, perspectives, interpretations and identities. 
Multiple voices, as in the case of the ideal of study circles,56 such 
as Keijo Räsänen 57  and his colleagues, use the concept of 
‘academic praxis in emergence’ as an outcome whereby researchers 
perpetually articulate and negotiate somewhat coherent answers 
to three questions, each representing one of three stances: tactical 
(how to do this?), political (what to accomplish and achieve by 
doing this?) and moral (why aim at these goals in this manner?).  
 
Openness and transparency in research, not just within academia, 
but also in the public sphere, is related to the three questions 
above. In an era of social media, researchers have opportunities to 
present, discuss and, at times, refine their work in progress openly 
and in communication with the public. Information scientist Erik 
Proper58 argues for replacing the practice of publish-fast with that 
of observe-think-debate-experience-debate-think-debate-publish, 
in which some of the deliberations take place outside academia, 
for example, in the blogosphere. In this field of research, 
fundamental questions and problems need to be articulated in 
collaboration with practitioners and users over an extended 
period. Winfield59 argues that slowing down and publicly debating 

                                                   
54 Menzies and Newson, 2007. 
55 Smith, Salo and Grootenboer, 2010, pp. 63–65; Gosselain, 2011. 
56 Larsson, 2001. 
57 Räsänen, 2008. 
58 Proper, 2009. 
59 Winfield, 2011. 
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ongoing research has benefits. First, it enables a collective 
acknowledging and understanding of the ethical and societal 
impacts of the research in progress. Second, it likely enhances the 
awareness of the unintended consequences of the research at hand. 
Open science conducted in a peaceful manner can also result in 
increased trust between academia and the public. Ongoing 
communication can make the popularisation of science redundant 
and complement the teaching of science in schools and universities. 
Still, the conditions for presenting scientific work in progress and 
refining it in public spheres, such as social media, have become a 
true challenge. In times of fake news and trolling, when 
emotionally charged, delimited and strongly exaggerated personal, 
political and nationalistic claims and viewpoints form the agenda 
of public interest and discussion. Communication and learning in 
a sustainable collective praxis requires listening skills. Welton60 
identifies learning to listen as one of the main challenges of the 
pedagogies of civic education. The capability of listening to others 
is actually not self-evident. Contemporary Western knowledge 
culture and mass media society are not equipped with a sensitive 
ear for dialogue. The erosion of solidarity in the lifeworld weakens 
our ability and willingness to listen and, thus, communicates at a 
pace that enables meaning-making and sustainable human 
development.  
 
According to Denzin and Lincoln,61 creative scientific work is at 
best a ‘bricolage’: it is a creative and free combination of various 
things. ‘Bricolage’ presupposes divergent thinking, allowing 
participants to combine and play with things in an unprejudiced 
way. Bricolage is about crossing conventions and boundaries. The 
word ‘bricolage’ comes from the French language and means a 
kind of work in which materials of different types are put together. 
Scientific breakthroughs often involve this kind of emergence, 
which is based on a creative playfulness. Emergent systems 
generate results that are greater than the sum of the elements 
involved. At best, in a scientific emergence, different and 
complementary expertise come together and challenge and 

                                                   
60 Welton, 2002.  
61 Denzin and Lincoln, 2005.  
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complement each other in a ground-breaking manner. 
Collaborative emergence creates a high-performance process that 
is beyond planning and management. How, therefore, does the 
NPM of universities enable emergence? We are very sceptical of 
whether this question can be answered. One of the best facilitators 
of emergency is freedom. Researchers must therefore be 
encouraged to partake in informal interaction and free-form play 
with new ideas. Freedom allows new associations and perspectives 
in which alternative interpretations and inventions may arise. New 
openings often take place in informal situations, not necessarily 
meant to be included in research projects.  
 

Slow Time  

Even if technology makes life comfortable and fast-paced, the 
human brain has its own pace, not to be rushed beyond its 
capacities. An urgent question is how fast can a human being 
think? O´Carroll62 argues for a dual temporal existence. Beyond 
the rationalist discourse characteristic of industrial work, in which 
time is represented as quantitative, organised and manageable, 
there is another temporal reality. In this reality, time constructs 
itself as a qualitative, lived variable, encompassing thought, 
imagination and sociability. In organisations such as universities, 
socially shared perceptions of time function both as external 
constraints and as cultural resources. Academics organise their 
experiences, make sense of their lives and themselves and relate to 
their work through a multitude of temporal aspects and 
dimensions. In the study of Ylijoki and Mäntylä 63  on time 
perspectives in academic work, the authors identify four 
complementary and contradictory time perspectives. ‘Scheduled’ 
and ‘contracted time’ relate to rationalist, organised and 
manageable time. ‘Personal time’ relates to human existence and 
life as a whole, the life cycle from birth to death and the question 
of what is a good life. The meaning of work and life for a person 

                                                   
62 O´Carroll, 2008. 
63 Ylijoki and Mäntylä, 2003.  



Slow science 

104 
 

is reflected in his or her closest social relations among family 
members and relatives as well as in the physical and mental coping 
of academics. It is a question of whether they can have time to rest 
and whether they can live some life moments without research. 
The fourth time dimension, 64  ‘timeless time’, relates to the 
capability of academics to throw themselves into the natural flow 
of time: 
 

Timeless time is not subjected to any kinds of external pressures and 
demands. […] it refers to internally motivated use of time in which 
clock time loses its significance. In this sense timeless time involves 
transcending time and one’s self and becoming entirely immersed in 
the task at hand. […] long working hours […] stem from academics 
own enthusiasm, fascination and immersion in their work. […] this 
time perspective is devoted to academic research, especially to 
reading, writing, thinking, and having intellectual discussions in 
peace and quiet. Based on autonomy and freedom, academic 
research is characterized as being carried out beyond all mundane 
concerns and temporal limitations.  

 
In her study on time in the knowledge industry, O´Carroll 65 
identifies ‘intangible time’, which is simultaneously connected and 
disconnected to timeless time. It refers to the unconscious 
processing of information and ideas taking place while doing 
something other than working. Intangible time is peripheral to 
core activities identified as work. It can be brought about during 
physical exercise or when relaxing while taking care of one’s duties 
beyond work. Intangible time also reminds us of the importance 
of hobbies. The concept of ‘hobby’ is etymologically related to 
children’s toyhorse (hobyn) and connected to a notion of an 
‘activity that doesn’t go anywhere’.66 

Slow science – for a life worth living 

The principles and practices of slow science are slowly expanding 
within research. Yet, they are meaningful and relevant to human 
togetherness and sustainable living in general. The ultimate 
                                                   
64 Ibid., p. 62. 
65 O´Carroll, o2008, pp. 185–187. 
66 Online etymology dictionary. 
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purposes of the slow movement are the promotion of sustainable 
local lifestyles, balance between humans and nature and a defence 
of the life world. Paradoxically, slow science might actually 
produce quick scientific breakthroughs. However, there has to be 
both time and space to be able to wonder beyond quality systems, 
action plans and work packages. Slow science is deliberative, open 
and public. It offers new opportunities for outreach work and 
sustainability. It is non-profit and co-operative, nurtured by 
activities and discussions, beyond traditional institutions, on open 
platforms of various kinds. Slow science is genuinely critical and 
is based on sustaining trust. It is about learning to understand 
oneself and one’s own pace and living in accordance with one’s 
limitations and possibilities. It is also a question of leadership and 
understanding that human beings differ and that the demands on 
them, therefore, have to be different.  
 
The slow scientific ideal is reminiscent of Aristotle’s idea of a good 
life—eudaimonia—which he presents in Nichomacean Ethics. For 
Aristotle, the three most favoured lives are the life of gratification, 
the life of political activity and the life of study. The work of a 
researcher is a lifelong inquiry into the world and human being, 
with the aim of reaching the good life, one that is worth living. 
According to Aristotle,67 human happiness or whether one has 
lived a good life (eudaimonia) can best be evaluated posthumously. 
Many of us seem to achieve and perform a great deal during our 
lives, but only time will tell which acts and ideas were good, 
durable and worthy of adoption. Only time will prove whether a 
person contributed to a good life for mankind and humanity 
during her or his lifetime or whether his or her lifetime was taken 
up with trivial pursuits. Time is the most objective assessment of 
sustainable praxis, including in science. Nature has its limits, and 
so does the human capacity, since human is nature. 
 
  

                                                   
67 Aristotle, 1999.  
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Endnote 

This essay develops, extends and updates arguments and 
perspectives on slow science, published earlier by the authors. In 
Finnish Salo, P. & Heikkinen, H.LT. (2010). Slow Science: 
vaihtoehto yliopiston macdonaldisoitumiselle. Tieteessä tapahtuu, 
nr. 6/2010, 28-31. In english Salo, P. & Heikkinen, L.T. 820119. 
Slow Science: an alternative to macdonaldization of the academic 
lifestyle. Available on-line: 
 https://threerottenpotatoes.files.wordpress.com/2012/02/salo201
1_slow-science-alternative-to-macdonaldization.pdf 
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Ritual, Reform and Resistance in the 
Schoolified University – On the Dangers 
of Faith in Education and the Pleasures 

of Pretending to Taking it Seriously 
 

Sverker Lundin, Susanne Dodillet,  
and Ditte Storck Christensen 

hy is there such a striking discrepancy 
between the flexibility, democracy and 
empowerment that the Bologna process 
aims for, and the superficial educational 
activities that it actually results in? Our 
answer is based on the ritual theory of the 

American anthropologist Roy Rappaport and the 
psychoanalytical framework of the Austrian philosopher Robert 
Pfaller. Interpreting schoolified education as a ritual, we argue 
that both the reform initiative and its ensuing educational 
activities should be interpreted as mainly productive of a certain 
appearance, of compliance with prominent norms of modern 
society: the norms are articulated in policy documents and 
enacted in educational activity. We take schoolified education to 
be a normal ritual, in that this appearance is accepted ‘as if’ it 
corresponded with reality, while at the same time most people are 
aware (in a certain sense) of its superficial and ritualistic 
character. A twist, however, is added by the fact that modern 
society is distinctly anti-ritualistic, and therefore constantly tries 
to make education work ‘for real’. Drawing on Pfaller’s 
distinction between belief and faith, we show that this pursuit of 

W     
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de-ritualisation actually makes education progressively more 
formalised and coercive.  

Introduction 

Guided by the Bologna protocol, reform of universities in Europe 
is directed towards a vision of a ‘common European framework’, 
in which students can move freely between different national 
contexts (mobility) and where it is transparent what students are 
expected to learn (learning outcomes), how they are expected to 
learn (learning activities), and what competencies each individual 
student has acquired by learning (ECTS credits). From being 
understood as a transfer of knowledge through teaching, 
university studies are reconceptualised as the organisation of 
activities for student centred learning, utilising a variety of 
methodologies, adapted to the needs and desires of individual 
students. While one central and much discussed goal of these 
efforts is to make the European economy more competitive, the 
reform initiative also aims at student empowerment and the 
strengthening of democratic institutions.1 

 
This does not mean, however, that higher education in Europe 
has recently become more effective, flexible and democratic. 
Quite on the contrary. In fact, the problem that lies at the centre 
of this article is the striking discrepancy between the intention of 
the Bologna protocol and some of its actual results. 

 
We will show what we mean by describing a higher education 
programme that is designed to follow the tenets of the Bologna 
protocol, namely the teacher education programme at the 
University of Gothenburg.2 This programme aims for about 200 
learning outcomes, distributed over 35 courses. It is compulsory 

                                                   
1 Information about the Bologna process can be found at ehea.info. 
2 It follows that the programme is intended to follow the guidelines of 
the Bologna protocol from Hesslefors, Elisabeth, Jan Carle and Heléne 
Engberg, 2010. 
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for all students to take the courses in a predefined order, to ensure 
their equivalent progression in learning. Each course is more or 
less meticulously described in a course guide, used by both 
teachers and students, specifying not only the course literature 
and the content and order of lectures, but also the learning 
activities of individual seminars. The purpose of these course 
guides is explained in the educational idea programme of the 
University of Gothenburg, where one can read that it is necessary 
to make clear what students are expected to do, how they are 
expected to do it, when they are expected to do different things 
and why they are expected to do this ‘in order to make them feel 
“safe”, and thus help them engage with the learning process in 
full’.3 

 
One of the first courses that students encounter in this 
programme is Learning, development and didactics 1. It provides 
7.5 ECTS credits, corresponding to five weeks of study, and 
consists of 32 lectures and 8 seminars, for about 300 students 
each year. The course guide describes how these students are 
divided into 18 seminar groups, taught more or less 
simultaneously by different seminar leaders. Each of these 
seminar groups is further divided into base-groups of 4 to 6 
students. The course guide contains instructions for what 
teachers as well as students should do, in each of the seminars. 
For instance, before seminar 6 the students are instructed to meet 
in their base-groups to discuss questions provided in the course 
guide, pertaining to specific pages in the course literature. The 
seminar leader is instructed to use the first half of the seminar to 
discuss these questions and to clarify specific concepts in the 
course literature (a list in the course guide specifies which 
concepts need to be clarified). The second half of seminar 6 is to 
be devoted to discussions in subject-groups, i.e. groups 
constructed according to the school subject of the different 
student teachers. The lecturers involved in this course typically 

                                                   
3 Utbildningsnämnden vid Göteborgs universitet, 2015. Concerning the 
idea that students must feel ‘safe’ to be able to learn, see Furedi, 2016. 
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have not researched on the subject matter they are lecturing on, 
or, if they have, are unable to use literature connected to their 
research. Instead, the course circles around ‘student literature’, 
written specifically for this type of higher education programmes 
(and most probably almost exclusively read within such 
programmes). 

 
What we wish to show with this example is that the general 
intentions of the Bologna protocol can lead to the complete 
opposite, in the process of concretisation and implementation. 
For instance, while the intention is to empower students and 
make education more flexible and engaging, in the process of 
implementing the Bologna protocol, the teacher education 
programme in Gothenburg has become a rigid organisational 
entity, where individual students as well as teachers have little 
scope to directly influence the methods and subject matter of the 
educational activities in which they take part. As we will argue 
below, the very ambition to improve higher education by formal 
means has, in this case, resulted in a kind of inversion, actually 
making higher education worse as a result.4 It is the dynamics of 
such inversion that we wish to explain in this article. 

 
In our title, we have followed critics of the Bologna process and 
termed the resulting type of education schoolified. This term 
refers to ‘the utilisation of models for knowledge-transfer typical 
of schools, in other settings where learning takes place, such as 
pre-schools, families, holiday camps and universities’. 5 
Characteristic of such models are: ‘fixed curricula, teaching and 
learning organised around classes, external guidance instead of 
self-directed learning, a high number of compulsory courses, 
seminars with compulsory attendance, frequent examinations, 
small scope for choice and a subject matter consisting of 
canonised “school” knowledge’.6 Another critic of the Bologna 
                                                   
4 Such inversion is also the topic of Lundin, 2016. 
5 Kühl, 2011, p. 2f. 
6 Winter, 2009, pp. 49-50, slightly modified and translated by Sverker 
Lundin. 
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process mentions the exclusion of a number of possibilities that 
were previously characteristic of high quality university studies: 
‘to be able to study, early on, other subject matter than “basics”, 
to learn together with more experienced students, the freedom to 
develop and follow one’s personal interests, the connection 
between research and teaching’.7   

 
It should be clear that the teacher education in Gothenburg has 
many of these characteristics. For instance, its curricula can only 
be modified though formalised procedures and in the form of 
course guides the curricula are rather detailed; teaching and 
learning is organised around classes; while learning activities are 
not always guided directly by teachers, their form is certainly 
determined by others than the students themselves; attendance is 
often compulsory and it is compulsory for teachers to record 
which students are present; since almost all courses in the teacher 
education programme are mandatory to take in a predefined 
order, students have little scope for choice; controversial or 
difficult subject matter is to a large extent excluded from 
teaching; students only study together with other students in the 
same stage of the programme, thus excluding exchange between 
students with different levels of experience. 

 
A central role in our analysis of schoolified education is played 
by the concept of ritual. Although it might seem obvious that the 
formalism schooling can be called ‘ritualistic’, it is our impression 
that Richard Quantz’ assessment – made almost 20 years ago – 
that ‘with only a few notable exceptions, little has actually been 
done to develop ritual into a key component of the social analysis 
of education’, is still largely valid.8 

 
The word ‘ritual’ originally referred to ‘a book directing the way 
rites should be performed […] a script (including texts to be 
uttered and instructions on how and by whom as well as on the 
                                                   
7 Pfaller, 2011, p. 38, translated by Sverker Lundin. 
8 Quantz, 1999, p. 493. Some exceptions are: Boli, 1989; Illich, 1971; 
Meyer and Rowan, 1977. 
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accompanying actions, etc.) for behaviour’.9 It was not until the 
19th century that our present day ‘anthropological’ concept of 
ritual referring to a particular type of religious behaviour 
emerged. Within anthropology, ritual then became associated 
with the irrationality and errors of ‘primitive people’ – something 
which had little to do with the original rather neutral meaning of 
ritual, as a guide to the correct performance of a rite.10 This 
original meaning was neutral, because it was not assumed, as 
anthropologists started to do in the 19th century, that the 
participants were unaware of the fact that they were performing 
a rite, following a script. 

 
In the 20th century, the alleged irrationality of so-called 
‘primitive’ people became a topic of theoretical debate within 
anthropology. 11  The distinction between moderns and non-
moderns was further confounded by critical accounts of 
modernity, expressed by philosophers such as Marx, Nietzsche, 
Heidegger and Freud and more recently developed also by 
historians who discuss the ‘theological’ origin and nature of 
modernity itself.12 It is against the background of this theoretical 
development that we wish to suggest that the concept of ritual 
can be applied to education. 

 
Of course, the concept of ritual has been used to analyse 
education before, for instance by Peter McLaren. 13  In his 
analysis, however, the concept of ritual is used to highlight what 
one could call the presence of the non-modern – the religious and 
symbolic – in education, thus showing that education is not as 
‘modern’ as we moderns like to believe. Our approach is 
different, in that we wish to apply the concept of ritual to the core 

                                                   
9 Asad, 1993, p. 58. 
10 See Bell, 1997. 
11 See e.g., Rappaport, 1999 and Latour, 1993. 
12 Milbank, 2006; Gillespie, 2008; Pfau, 2013. Studies of the specific 
theological origin of education are also relevant, such as Oelkers, 
Osterwalder and Tenorth, 2003. 
13 McLaren, 1986. 
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of education, to the highly structured activities that allegedly 
result in the production of knowledge. While McLaren basically 
accepts this core as modern and allows for it to be interpreted in 
terms of learning and knowledge – if surrounded by a sea of 
unnoticed and unacknowledged rituals and symbols – we will try 
to show that the very dynamics of education itself can be 
fruitfully explained in anthropological terms. 

 
Importantly, as the theoretical developments described above 
indicate, this approach of ours does not imply that teachers and 
students are somehow irrational and mistaken when they accept 
and participate in education. Instead, the very question of how 
participants conceive of their own (secular, bureaucratised) 
activity is at the centre of our analysis. In fact, drawing on the 
cultural theory of the Austrian philosopher Robert Pfaller, we 
will argue that it does not hold, as Quantz contended, that ‘the 
more we recognise it as a ritual, the less likely it is to affect us’.14 
On the contrary, as we will explain, critical analysis of ritual may 
actually drive a process of further ritualisation.15 

Schoolified education as ritual 

Let us turn now to our analysis of schoolified education as ritual, 
using the teacher education programme presented above as our 
main example. As a starting point, let us compare it to the 
American anthropologist Roy Rappaport’s very useful definition 
of the ‘ritual form’. 16  According to this definition, it is 
characteristic for rituals that performers ‘follow, more or less 
punctiliously, orders established or taken to have been 
established, by others’. Furthermore, ‘[b]ehavior in ritual tends 
to be punctilious and repetitive’. Rituals are regularly repeated 
‘at times established by clock, calendar […] or defined social 
circumstance’, and they are ‘performed in specified contexts […] 

                                                   
14 Quantz, O’Connor and Magolda, 2011. 
15 Pfaller, 2014. 
16 Rappaport, 1999. 
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and often occur at special places as well’. This makes it possible 
for ritual performance to be more or less stable in time and more 
or less ‘geographically invariant’.17 

 
We think that this definition of the ritual form fits strikingly well 
with the definition of schoolified education presented in the 
previous section. The fixed curricula, compulsory and carefully 
monitored attendance, and the fact that the activities are ‘guided’ 
and leave little room for choice, make their form clearly 
determined by people other than the participants themselves. 

 
These aspects of schoolified education could equally well have 
been analysed in terms of bureaucracy, drawing for instance on 
David Graeber, or in terms of technology, as done by Jacques 
Ellul. 18  It would thus be far from original only to note that 
modern education to some extent functions as a numb and 
meaningless social machinery, producing its effects independently 
of the thoughts, opinions, judgments and feelings of its 
participants. What needs to be added to this description however, 
and what makes the concept of ritual more promising than the 
concepts of bureaucracy or technology as a tool for analysing 
schoolified education, is that such education is connected to a 
fixed ‘message’.19 

 
This message takes the form of a promise that a transformation 
in terms of knowledge will occur on behalf of the participants. In 
the definition of schoolified education, this transformation is 
mentioned in terms of canonised, ‘school’ knowledge. The many 
examinations are set up to check whether or not the students have 
acquired this knowledge.20 What makes schoolified education, 
and in particular the teacher education in Gothenburg, fit with 
the concept or ritual is that the promised transformation is to 
some degree a matter of fantasy.  
                                                   
17 Ibid., pp. 23–50. 
18 Graeber, 2015; Ellul, 1964. 
19 This is the term used by Rappaport, 1999: 69ff. 
20 Kühl, 2011. 
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Let us illustrate this with reference to the learning outcomes of 
Learning, development and didactics 1, mentioned in the 
introductory example. According to the formal syllabus, it is 
expected that students who pass this course: 

 
- can give an account of fundamental perspectives on learning 

- can give an account of fundamental questions of 

developmental psychology for the age of youth 

- can give an account of fundamental traditions of didactics 

and subject didactics 

- in a problematising fashion can connect perspectives on 

learning and traditions of didactics to the activity of 

schooling and the development of students 

- can reflect on how the development of youth is dependent on 

contextual factors, such as gender, social and cultural factors 

- can conduct elementary didactical analyses of teaching 

situations and take part in constructive arguments pertaining 

to the fundamental questions of didactics (what, how and 

why?) 

 
We would like to draw attention to the sharp contrast between 
these explicitly stated outcomes of a process of learning, and the 
nature of learning occurring outside of any institutionalised 
setting. In an informal setting, one might hardly notice when 
learning takes place, and even less be able to explicitly articulate 
exactly what was learnt. 21  This is apparently possible in the 
school context. However, these explicitly articulated learning 
outcomes are vague, in the sense that it is unclear what is meant, 
for instance, by being able to ‘give an account of fundamental 
perspectives on learning’. At the same time, it is ‘precisely’ such 
an account that students are expected to be able to produce after 
having finished the course. The outcomes seem to be precise – i.e. 
to constitute specific targets to aim for – but if you reflect on them 
critically, you realise that they are vague and superficial. Putting 

                                                   
21 E.g., Hutchins, 1996. 
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it bluntly, we contend that the promise that students who pass 
Learning, development and didactics 1 actually attain these 
learning outcomes, is of the same nature as the promise, in 
relation to baptism, that the baptised person becomes ‘delivered 
from sin, death, and the Devil’, as was formulated by Luther in 
1529.22 

 
Our interpretation of schoolified education as a ritual is further 
supported by the fact that the explicit outcomes are connected to 
a corresponding figurativeness of activity. Learning activities take 
a form that makes it obvious what kind of learning they 
purportedly lead to.23 For instance, if the goal of the learning 
activity is to make students critical, they are directed to act as if 
they were critical. This can be illustrated by the following extract 
from a course guide (for a course in Educational Leadership): 

 
Choose 3-5 concepts that are relevant to your analysis. To support 

you, you have a ‘list of concepts’ (see the documents on the course 

website). The list covers the concepts that have been employed in 

the course literature and in the course seminars, see the last page 

[of this course guide]. Discuss your understanding of the concepts. 

Why have you chosen these concepts? Argue for their pros and 

cons. Remember to argue critically – with the help of the course 

literature. Relate to the learning outcomes of the course. 

 
Students are instructed to ‘argue critically’, and their success in 
doing so is supposedly ensured by the detailed instructions of the 
course guide – in conjunction with an assessment that conforms 
with these instructions. But the activity in fact only mimics 
critique; it creates a superficial impression of critique actually 
taking place. Like actors, the participants make it obvious what 
it is that they ‘do’, while at the same time it is far from clear that 
a critical discussion actually takes place – at least not in any 
ordinary sense of the word. 
                                                   
22 Quoted from ’Baptism’ in English Wikipedia, accessed 2018-06-15. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baptism. 
23 Lundin, 2012; Lundin and Christensen, 2017. 
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What goes on here can be clarified with Rappaport’s concept of 
enactment of meaning.24 Let us explain how this concept works. 
If I am polite and say ‘how are you?’ to somebody, I act as if I 
cared about how this person feels. This suggests that I indeed do 
care about how they feel. In fact, however, when people act 
politely, they are just following a predetermined script for polite 
behaviour, which in our culture includes the exchange of certain 
phrases. While doing this, I may feel just about anything about 
the other person, for instance nothing at all. The point of the 
concept of enactment of meaning is that the polite act is 
suggestive of the meaning of care, even though those who 
perform it do not usually commit to, i.e. ‘feel’ any care, 
personally, but perform the actions more or less mechanically. 
The act actualises the enacted meaning by translating it into 
audible, visible and tangible signs. In the terminology of 
Rappaport, the meaning (in this case of care) is transmitted as a 
message of the enactment.25 

 
We suggest that the learning activity about critique should be 
interpreted in this way, as being suggestive of critique taking 
place. In the learning activity, participants and possible 
observers, see critique taking place with their own eyes, and it 
does not matter that it is perhaps only in the form of superficial 
acting. Critique is recognised, in the same way as caring is 
recognised in politeness. The only thing that you need to do, for 
this to work, so to speak, is not reflect too much upon what 
happens.  

 
The form of learning activities in schoolified education, which 
regulates in detail the behaviour of teachers and students, seems 
to originate in the intention to teach and to learn, in the same 
way as the ‘how do you do?’ seems to be based on, or caused by, 
a desire to find out how it is going with some other person. But 

                                                   
24 Rappaport, 1999. pp. 107ff. 
25 Rappaport, 1999, pp. 69ff. 
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in actual fact, it does not matter what the participants of 
schoolified education think, feel and desire. They are not the 
authors of this activity and it is not caused by their personal 
intentions. Their activity is set in motion and kept on track by 
external measures – rules, curricula, guides, rewards and 
sanctions – to create a machine-like ‘show’ of something taking 
place, which is teaching and learning. 

 
While it seems to be the case that schoolified education would 
lead to its explicitly articulated learning outcomes, whether or 
not they were thus explicitly articulated, we contend that if the 
learning outcomes were not written down, it would be quite 
unclear what the activity of teachers and students were supposed 
to be good for. In our interpretation, the formal learning 
outcomes should be understood as a support for interpretation. 
They clarify what the activity is all about. Rappaport calls 
statements of this type factives.26 They purport to be describing 
something, but actually make the world correspond to their 
description. Thus, the learning outcomes quoted above actually 
define what students officially ‘can do’ as a result of having 
passed Learning, development and didactics 1.  

 
Given this interpretation, the machinery of our teacher education 
programme can be understood as establishing an officially 
sanctioned normative framework for the teaching profession, 
stating who needs to have what competences, for which 
particular purpose (to paraphrase yet again the educational idea 
programme of the University of Gothenburg). Contrary to just 
describing what teachers actually need to exercise their 
profession, the teacher education posits the knowledge and the 
competences of its learning outcomes as necessary. At the same 
time, as students pass through this education, and attain these 
outcomes, it is demonstrated that they conform to this normative 

                                                   
26 Rappaport, 1999, p. 115. 
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framework, i.e. that they ‘have what it takes’ to work as 
teachers.27  

 
As a consequence of the figurativeness of learning activities, 
students are informed about what they are doing, and what this 
activity purportedly does to them. Rather than actually being 
able to do the many things described in the learning outcomes in 
any ordinary sense of the word, they learn that they supposedly 
learn, and indeed also what it is that they supposedly learn. In 
our terminology: students having passed through our teacher 
education programme have been informed of the meaning of this 
accomplishment by their own ritual performance, viz. that they 
indeed have become teachers, as well as what this role implies in 
terms of knowledge and competence. The transparency of the 
teacher education programme also makes this clear for outside 
observers. One could say that students in schoolified education 
are objectively learning, independently of how they happen to 
engage with, interpret and react ‘personally’ to their own 
activity.28 

 
As is characteristic of rituals, schoolified education is thus much 
more effective for the production of appearance than for the 
production of real effects. While it is certainly possible to take 
sincere interest in another person, while at the same time being 
polite, the formal scripts of politeness function as a means for 
emancipation from the burden of always being sincere in this 
way. Similarly, rather than working for more authentic and thus 
effective engagement with subject matter, the formalisation of 
education described above opens up for decoupling, between 
superficial appearance produced through acts and utterances, 
and what actually takes place on the inside of students and 
teachers.29 

                                                   
27 What we argue here is basically that schoolified education is self-
referential, as has been argued previously by for instance Luhmann, 
2002. 
28 Slavoj Žižek, 1989, p. 32. 
29 For the concept of ’decoupling’, see Meyer & Rowan, 1977. 
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As we discussed in the introduction, we do not want to associate 
the participating in ritual with irrationality. On the other hand, 
we do not want to call it rational either. What we do think is that 
participants of schoolified education are usually in some sense 
aware of the fact that what they are doing is, at least to some 
extent, not for real. It is the task of the next section to explain 
more specifically what such awareness amounts to. 

Taking a stance 

Obviously, education is not intended to be productive only of 
appearances. Quite on the contrary, it is central to the official 
interpretation of schoolified education that it is ‘for real’. Teacher 
education is supposed to be authentic and effective; Learning is 
taken to be dependent on serious engagement on behalf of the 
students and the resulting knowledge and competence are 
intended to be efficacious. These expectations run contrary to the 
ritual-theoretical interpretation above. 

 
Most anthropologists today agree that participants in ritual 
typically know the difference between the kind of formal, 
symbolic, i.e. ‘fake’, efficacy that ritual performance results in, 
and the need to ‘get down to business’ if they want to actually get 
food, kill their enemies, and so on. However, modern schooling 
is emphatically proclaimed not to be a ritual and it is thus not 
surprising that participants of this activity take themselves to be 
doing something distinctly different from their non-modern 
predecessors and contemporary religious and superstitious 
‘others’. Moderns insist that their education results in really 
efficacious knowledge, even though they also, like ‘normal’ 
participants of ritual, see that it is ‘only play’. This paradoxical 
feature of schoolified education presents itself as a riddle, or a 
challenge, to participants and observers alike. 

 
We will analyse in some detail two distinct stances towards this 
challenge. Following the Austrian philosopher Robert Pfaller, we 
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will call these the stance of belief and the stance of faith, 
respectively. 30  Two things need to be clarified before we 
commence with that analysis. Firstly, our use of these two terms 
differ significantly from how they are normally used. For 
instance, we will say that a parent who makes arrangements so 
that some friend dresses up as Santa-Claus at Christmas to give 
presents to his or her children believes in Santa-Claus, even 
though he or she of course does not believe in Santa Claus in the 
ordinary sense of the word. Belief, in our usage, is connected to 
the acceptance of a cultural institution. Faith, by contrast, is what 
the parent in our examples does not have. Faith, in brief, in our 
usage is a belief that you stand for. A good example of something 
that people may have faith in is science, some political party or, 
returning to the topic of this article, education. Secondly, even 
though we will talk about ‘believers’ and ‘faithful’, we do not 
intend to mean that people are fixed in their stance, as having 
either belief or faith. On the contrary, as we will come to in the 
last section of the article, we take it to be typical of participants 
of schoolified education to vacillate between belief and faith. The 
analysis below thus pertains to stances, not persons.  

 
To explain the concept of belief, let us start by noting the 
presence in everyday life of various kinds of fictions. Some are 
obvious: Everybody knows that Santa Claus ‘does not exist’, even 
though we pretend that he exists and comes at Christmas to 
deliver presents to children. There are however also fictions that 
tend to escape our attention, the presence of which are disclosed 
only by how they influence behaviour. Think of how people 
sometimes talk to objects that cause frustration, such as a 
computer that does not work, or a car that does not start. Such 
talking (or shouting) would be inexplicable if it was not assumed 
that the talking or shouting person entertained a belief 
(remember, in our technical sense of the term) in the fiction that 

                                                   
30 The distinction between belief and faith is developed in Pfaller, 2014. 
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objects could understand what was said to them, and perhaps 
even as a result feel shame and improve their behaviour.31 

 
Characteristic of the stance of belief is that fictions are allowed 
to ‘do their job’: Santa Claus is allowed to deliver his presents; 
talking to inanimate objects is allowed to serve as a source of 
comfort and relief. Belief is a combination of knowledge and 
unawareness, or perhaps, to be more precise, a combination of 
knowledge and disregard for, or denial of, knowledge.32 

 
It is important for understanding our assessment of the stance of 
belief that this friendly attitude towards fictions makes them into 
useful cultural resources. Politeness can only fulfil its function of 
facilitating the potentially awkward moments of meeting and 
departing insofar as the fiction that the utterances are authentic 
is accepted. The same goes for Santa Claus, who can only 
contribute to the realisation of Christmas to the extent that he is 
allowed to come. As for schoolified education, participants 
taking the stance of belief accept that learning takes place, to the 
benefit of both teachers and students; they ‘let the knowledge 
come’, one could say, and as a consequence, students can move 
on towards their exam and teachers can go home satisfied with 
having done a good job. 

 
A strong incentive for residing in the state of belief is that it can 
be both practical and pleasurable. You avoid facing up to 
complicated questions of truth and coherence, and allow yourself 
to, for instance, learn super many things incredibly quickly, even 
as you relax and chat with friends while doing it. As a teacher 
you can imagine yourself to be brilliant as you grade 10 
assignments in an hour; Santa Claus can come, and, borrowing 
yet another example from Pfaller, you can allow yourself to be 
absorbed by the atmosphere created by drinking an expensive 
wine. 33  The drawback, however, connected to the stance of 
                                                   
31 Cf. Pfaller, 2014, pp. 2f. 
32 Žižek, 2006. 
33 Pfaller, 2011, pp. 42, 176, 223. 
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belief, is that these pleasures come with a certain shame, at least 
if you want to consider yourself to be rational and efficient. What 
kind of person is it, really, that glides through teacher education, 
or accepts his pay as a university employee, without reacting, 
forcefully, to falseness and deception? 

 
The faithful does not want to be such a person. 

 
A first crucial difference between the stance of belief and the 
stance of faith is that the faithful person is personally committed 
to his standpoint; it has, for him, the status of a conclusion 
reached through critical reflection. While the stance of belief 
comes with a certain shame, the stance of faith is connected to 
pride. The faithful person is proud to have come to his 
conclusion, which he finds rational and coherent. In the case of 
schoolified education, we take this conclusion to be that it does 
not work, but that it could work if only it was done properly. 

 
Belief amounts to a distanced and pragmatic relationship to 
education that actually exists. Faith, by contrast, amounts to a 
close and committed relationship to the concept or idea that 
actually existing education appears to be trying to realise. This 
concept or idea is typically associated with science. So, when the 
stance of belief entails pragmatic acceptance of education as it 
actually is (enactment, performance), faith entails an attachment 
to the scientific idea (i.e. the enacted meaning) that education is 
purportedly based on. 
What is crucial here is the slight difference between recognising 
an intended meaning, i.e. recognising what it is that is enacted in 
the performance, and recognising this meaning to actually be 
there, in the activity. In the first case, the meaning is, so to speak, 
displaced. It resides at a certain distance from the participants in 
the activity. This is how education appears to believers. It is 
obvious what the activity is ‘meant to be’, but it is equally 
obvious that it ‘does not work’. What people taking the stance of 
faith do is to assume, from the fact of the (displaced) presence of 
this meaning, that it is possible to arrange an activity that has this 
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meaning, so to speak, in it; they assume that it is possible to 
arrange a type of education – that they would certainly not call 
‘schoolified’ – where students actually attain their learning 
outcomes, because they engage with their learning activities 
authentically. 

 
Instead of only recognizing the gap between an actually existing 
activity and its purported meaning, they switch places between 
activity and meaning, and give priority to the second term. For 
them, the meaning is more present than the activity. They take 
this meaning to be ‘what’s real’ and needs to be taken seriously. 
Thus, as a consequence, they contend that practice – reality – 
needs to change. 

 
The central point here is not that faith comes with a zeal for 
reform, but that the direction of this reform is given by the ritual 
performance. The ideal with which the faithful identifies is made 
present through enactment. According to the faithful person, 
instead of being productive mainly of appearance, the activity 
should be authentic, doing what it is supposed to be doing.34 It is 
thus the activity of schoolified education that makes the faithful 
person convinced of the importance of what is articulated in its 
learning outcomes. 

Taking action 

From the perspective of faith, the gap between appearance and 
reality, typical of rituals and typical of schoolified education, 
seems to be caused by a combination of epistemological and 
moral deficiency on behalf of (other) performers: they do not 
seem to understand how learning works, they do not understand 
how to transform theoretical knowledge about learning into 
concrete teaching and learning activities. Insofar as they do 
know, they seem to shy away from the hard work implied by their 
own understanding. 

                                                   
34 This point is also argued in Pfaller, 2014. 
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The method of faith to compensate for these deficiencies is 
articulation. In general, this amounts to a clarification of the 
relationship between the various components of education, from 
its theoretical foundation in theories of learning to the 
appropriate design of learning activities and assessments of 
knowledge. It also includes the formulation of guidelines for 
participants that help them understand what they are expected to 
do, how they are expected to do it, when they are expected to do 
different things and why they are expected to do these things, in 
order to make them feel secure and thus help them engage with 
the learning process in full – despite their epistemological and 
moral deficiencies (paraphrasing again the educational idea 
programme of the University of Gothenburg). It is only natural 
that these measures of improvement tend to prevent participants 
from using their own judgment, as the problem to be solved is 
taken (by the seemingly faithful policymakers) to be caused by a 
deficiency of this judgment (of believers). 

 
Returning to our discussion of ritual above, one should note that 
the installations of the faithful work simultaneously on two 
levels. Rules and regulation, and assessments connected to 
rewards and sanctions constitute a tightened ritual form, which 
could also be called (as we mentioned at the beginning of this 
paper) bureaucracy or technology, functioning like numb 
machinery in regulating the behaviour of participants. This 
tightening of form, at the same time, translates into a 
strengthening of the message of schoolified education; it makes 
the message more persuasive, more intrusive, a stronger power to 
be reckoned with. Interestingly, the faithful can be seen here as 
employing their full capacity of critical reflection, for the purpose 
of controlling not only the behaviour, but also the thoughts, 
feelings and attitudes of their fellow participants. Insofar as they 
are participants themselves, they also of course become subject 
themselves, to their own regulation. Faithful agents of reform 
understand themselves as working for emancipation from error 
and laziness, as working for the greater good – in our particular 
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example, the greater good of the teaching profession, but more 
generally of society. But insofar as they think along the lines of 
schoolified education, insofar as they identify with schoolified 
education symbolically, with the message of their own ritual 
performance, their enthusiasm for change translates into a 
tightening of the grip of the order already present.35 

 
Let us now turn to the stance of belief. To explain what 
participants taking the stance of belief do, besides simply 
complying, when faced with the normative framework of 
schoolified education, tight and annoying, as it has been made, 
by acts of faith, we introduce the concept of the naïve observer.36 

 
The naïve observer can be described as a (hypothetical) 
psychological entity similar to the ‘super-ego’ invented by 
Sigmund Freud. But while the super-ego judges us based on our 
innermost desires and intentions, the naïve observer judges us 
from a distinctly naïve perspective and based only on outward, 
superficial appearance. For better or worse, the naïve observer 
always takes what seems to be the case to actually be the case. In 
fact, when we are judged by our naïve observer, we can easily 
recognise the superficiality of his judgment. This does not, 
however, diminish his power over us. The concept of the naïve 
observer is designed to highlight that we seem in some cases to 
be subjected to a very stupid logic, even though we are able to 
recognise its stupidity. 

 
What does this logic consist in? The naïve observer ‘learns’, so to 
speak, about how things work in the world, what’s good and bad, 
by observing what people do – attending only to surface 
appearances, accepting them at face value. This means that, from 
taking part in schoolified education (one can think of it as sitting 
on the shoulders of participants), he ‘learns’ that participation in 
learning activities results in real knowledge, and that students 
                                                   
35 The concept of ’symbolic identification’ is explained in Žižek, 1989: 
116 et passim. 
36 Pfaller, 2014, pp. 231ff. 
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actually can do what is described in the learning outcomes of the 
courses that they pass. This learning can be understood as a 
peculiar form of internalisation of a normative framework. We 
cannot avoid being subjected to it – even though we recognise its 
contingent and superficial nature. Taking the stance of belief 
amounts to handing over control to the naïve observer, acting so 
to speak on auto-pilot. One can think here of Heidegger’s 
characterisation of the They, that ‘see, and judge […] the way 
they see and judge’, that ‘prescribes the kind of being of 
everydayness’.37 

 
To explain the point of the concept of the naïve observer, let us 
consider an academic, who identifies with that part of the 
normative framework of academia that says that intellectuals 
love to read books, in particular classics, and in particular in their 
original language. 38  At the same time, however, just like 
participants of schoolified education do not care so much 
personally about its many learning outcomes, this academic does 
not care so much personally about these classics. What she then 
might end up doing, is to search for classics, on obscure and only 
semi-legal websites, and download them to her computer. She 
finds such browsing and downloading quite satisfying, and the 
reason for this, in our interpretation, is that the naïve observer 
confuses it with academic work, with actual reading. 

 
Another useful example is the tourist, whose naïve observer has 
picked up on the idea that a number of ‘sights’, such as the Eiffel 
tower, are so immensely interesting that they are worth travelling 
to. 39  In the same way as the interest of our reading-evasive 
academic is not personal, the tourist has no authentic interest in 
these sights. This becomes evident by the fact that, when he 
arrives at his sight, he hardly looks at it, but instead immediately 
takes out his camera to take photographs, not of the sight itself, 
but of himself ‘being there’, and posts them on Facebook and 
                                                   
37 Heidegger, 2010: §27, p. 123. 
38 Cf. Pfaller, 2014, p. 28. 
39 Pfaller, 2014, p. 115. 
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Instagram. In this example, the camera fulfils the same function 
as the click on an icon did for our academic; it is part of a show 
for the naïve observer, who confuses the superficial operation of 
this technological artefact with an authentic act that this 
operation signifies. 

 
Both of these acts, the downloading of books and the 
photographing of sights, constitute miniaturisations of some 
more elaborate and time-consuming act that they signify. By 
means of these miniaturisations, the academic can hide from 
herself the fact that she is not really interested in reading classics, 
and the tourist can hide from himself that he could not care less 
about the Eiffel tower. Since they hide these personal sentiments, 
which run contrary to the common sense of the culture of which 
they are part, that is, from the naïve observer, they can feel 
satisfied with themselves. The academic feels as if she had 
actually read and been a ‘good intellectual’; the tourist feels the 
pleasure of having seen something immensely interesting, even 
though he does not actually have any such interest and has seen 
almost nothing. 

 
The roles played by the computer and the camera in these 
examples should be noted. In our interpretation, they help the 
naïve observer understand what supposedly takes place; the naïve 
observer confounds the digital transfer of the books into the 
computer with the reading of the lazy academic, and he 
confounds the ‘seeing’ of the camera with the sightseeing of the 
tourist. Following Pfaller, we talk about this in terms of 
delegation.40 The reading that the academic wants to avoid is 
delegated to the computer; the seeing that the tourist prefers not 
to be bothered with, is delegated to the camera. We suggest that 
miniaturisation, and its special form delegation, can be called 
methods of norm evasion.41 
                                                   
40 Ibid., pp. 15 et passim. 
41 While the concepts of miniaturisation and delegation are taken from 
Pfaller, the concept of norm evasion is our own invention. In general, 
while our analysis is heavily indebted to Pfaller, our object of study, 
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Armed with these new concepts (miniaturisation, delegation, 
norm evasion), let us come back to our schoolified education. In 
the analysis above, we have argued that the performance of 
schoolified education is productive of a normative framework, 
which is internalised by its participants so that they cannot but 
be regulated by it, albeit in a peculiar and naïve way. What can 
now be added is that this performance, strangely enough, also 
fills the totally opposite function for participants, of evading the 
obligation to comply with this normative framework. The 
general idea here is that moderns, just like members of any 
culture, are subjected to a set of norms that constitute a ‘symbolic 
order’ of modernity. This order not only prescribes what is good 
and bad, but also what is to be considered impure and 
contemptuous and what kind of activities are to be experiences 
as pleasurable. That academics should find pleasure in reading 
classics is part of this order, as well as the idea that the Eiffel 
tower is an interesting ‘sight’. 

 
A sample of modern norms can be found in the policy documents 
of the Bologna process, as accounted for in the introduction of 
this paper. Moderns should thus be knowledgeable, flexible, 
employable and democratic. Teachers, more specifically, have 
their normative framework nicely articulated in the learning 
outcomes of teacher education.  

 
The somewhat counterintuitive, alternative interpretation that 
we want to convey here is that these articulations, together with 
their figurative activities, fulfil the function of showing 
compliance with various aspects of the normative framework of 
modern society, in a way that is generally seen through, but 
accepted at face value by the naïve observer. The performance of 
these activities therefore results in relief from the pressure to 
conform and satisfaction, in the same way as such satisfaction is 
                                                   
schoolified education, causes us to use his concepts differently from how 
he uses them himself. Readers interested in the theoretical foundation of 
our analysis are referred to Pfaller, 2014 and Rappaport, 1999. 
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derived from buying books on the Internet and from taking 
photographs of sights. 

 
The whole machinery of schoolified education can thus, 
surprisingly, be interpreted as a form of resistance, to the very 
same norms that it transmits as a message. 

 
More specifically, we suggest that the performance of schoolified 
education can be understood as a defence against a dangerous 
possibility inherent in its own message, in the meaning of its 
enactment. The performance of schoolified education keeps this 
message alive, in the form of a normative framework with which 
everybody has to comply, but at the same time keeps it at bay, 
insofar as such compliance is only required at the time and place 
of ritual performance, i.e. at the time and place of education. 
Nobody outside the school asks for verification that we actually 
have the knowledge indicated by the learning outcomes of the 
courses we have passed. Nor do we have to act according to such 
knowledge. All such ‘work’ is performed within the confines of 
ritual. 

 
An important consequence of this line of reasoning is that the 
efforts of the faithful, to clarify how schoolified education is 
supposed to function, no longer appear as attempts at real 
change, but as messages, directed at the naïve observer to help 
him understand what the activity of schoolified education is 
actually about. Because it is only through the explicit formulation 
of learning outcomes, and through the figurativeness of learning 
activities, that the naïve observer understands, not only what it is 
that the students actually do, but also what this activity 
purportedly results in. 

 
Strangely enough then, the very machinery of regulation and 
evaluation that constitutes schoolified education as a ritual, can 
be understood as a device of deception, as an object of delegation. 
What is demanded according to the norms of modernity is 
conscious reflection, intelligence, awareness of what actually goes 
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on, and adaption of behaviour to ‘the voice of reason’. What is 
the machinery of schoolified education, if not a materialised, 
externalised, automated form of this voice, that guarantees 
adaption by means of coercion? Instead of having to reflect 
themselves, participants can lazily rely on being regulated and 
supervised; instead of having to argue with peers, they can rely 
on the persuasiveness of coercion. Cleverly, they have delegated 
the hard work of controlling their own behaviour, of exercising 
judgment, of intelligent interpretation, to an automatic 
mechanism. In the same way as the naïve observer interprets the 
buying of a book as a great improvement on actually reading – 
since many more pages seem to be read – this machinery is 
interpreted as an improvement on fallible personal reflection and 
judgment, since everybody who has taken the course in ‘critical 
thinking’ is believed to actually think critically. Thus, 
unsurprisingly, working on the construction of this machinery, is 
interpreted by the naive observer as doing something much more 
useful, than teaching – and is rewarded accordingly. 

 
This means that the distinction between faith and belief might 
not be as clear cut as we have suggested above. What seems to be 
a stance of faith, the activity of participants supposedly having 
faith, can equally well be interpreted as a show for the naïve 
observer – as a show of being faithful and authentic, of taking 
efficiency seriously – because this is part of what is being asked 
for in the message of schoolified education. This means that 
research and reform, and critical discourse generally, can also be 
produced out of a stance of careless forgetfulness of the 
distinction between fact and fiction, out of laziness and 
complicity – the exact opposite of the produced appearance of 
courageous rejection of doxa based on critical reflexivity. 

Discussion 

Schoolified education can be understood as a compromise 
formation: On the one hand, it amounts to the recognition and 
reproduction of a set of norms and values, a certain doxa. As 
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regards our example of teacher education, its schoolified form 
helps to establish the meaning of being a competent, professional 
teacher, while at the same time showing how individual students 
become such teachers. Schoolified education thus contributes to 
the reproduction of a certain order. On the other hand, because 
schoolified education is all about appearance, it retains certain 
scope for personal thoughts, feelings and desires, within this 
order. Insofar as its ritualised procedures can be performed 
mechanically, superficially, and insofar as they constitute 
miniaturisations, perhaps utilising the technique of delegation, 
they constitute a form of resistance to order, because these 
procedures make it easier to conform than it seems to be, 
officially, publicly. For instance, insofar as superficial 
appearances are accepted, it is possible to become a certified 
teacher supposedly having a very large amount of knowledge and 
very many competences, rather quickly, without much effort. 

 
In some countries, the ‘bolognisation’ of the university has been 
discussed critically, and has even met resistance.42 Based on the 
analysis presented above, we interpret the comparatively 
harmonious integration of the Bologna protocol into the Swedish 
system of higher education as a consequence of the emphasis in 
Sweden on the value of equity and inclusivity. The ritualisation 
that the implementation of the Bologna protocol leads to 
seemingly facilitates the simultaneous realisation of high 
standards of knowledge and the realisation of these values. By 
functioning as a ritual, teacher education in Sweden makes it 
seem as if almost everybody can become a teacher, at the same 
time as all such teachers have a very large number of great 
competencies. Insofar as this explanation holds, this means that 
universities in Sweden are characterised by a belief-type mind-set, 
viz. a somewhat relaxed attitude towards cognitive dissonance, 
at least more so than universities in countries where Bologna-
style ritualisation has been resisted. 

 

                                                   
42 Pongratz 2009; Horst, 2010.  
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As should be clear from the analysis above, our main point is not 
to pass judgment on this mind-set. On the contrary, we wish to 
bring into view the preconditions for the critique that is 
perennially directed at activities governed by belief in modern 
society, not least, of course, activities of education and research.43 
Nonetheless, if it is indeed the case that the emphasis placed on 
the values of inclusivity and equity in Sweden leads to 
ritualisation, this merits further study. 

 
When belief is dissolved by faith, critical voices are raised and 
processes of reform are set in motion. In a nutshell, this is our 
explanation of the form of schoolified higher education and more 
generally of school itself: critique of superficiality and 
contradictions leads to articulation of everything from the subject 
matter studied to what students (and teachers) should do when 
and for what purpose. The mind-set of faith demands that all 
pieces of education fit neatly together, constituting a rational 
system, and that the participants do what is expected of them, 
and nothing else. 

 
As a final remark, we would like to draw attention to how this 
explanation of the dynamics of formalisation within the sphere 
of education differs from accounts that see ‘the market’ and New 
Public Management as the main drivers of the recent 
transformation of the university.44 While we do not wish to deny 
the increasing influence of economic concerns in education, 
which for instance have led to the introduction of ‘employability’ 
as a central goal, we instead put focus on how the zeal for 
improvement among well intended researchers and politicians 
who do not care for the market, nonetheless actually contributes 
to trends that they most probably rather wish to prevent. Our 
analysis moves beyond the simple opposition between us and 
them, where supposedly ignorant supporters of neoliberalism are 
blamed for the ills of education. By drawing attention to how 

                                                   
43 Cf. Lundin, 2012. 
44 Lindström & Beach, 2015; Agnafors, 2017. 
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education functions as a ritual, and as such constitutes a 
compromise formation, we wish to open up for a more nuanced 
discussion of how the detrimental aspects of present-day 
practices can perhaps be mitigated and reforms can be 
implemented that so to speak improve the compromise, rather 
than making matters even worse. 
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Resentment, Disappointment and the 

Ceaseless Vitality of Teachers and 
Pedagogy – an Essay 

 
 

Moira von Wright 
 

 
n Exploring the Moral Heart of Teaching, the American 
educationist David T. Hansen writes that educational 
inquiry continually returns to the same kinds of questions 
and concerns, albeit in different manifestations, and that 
to ‘those who dream of a last word or of final insight into 

such questions, this state of affairs can feel frustrating or even 
maddening’1. Hansen thereby points at an important aspect of 
education: the negative impression it tends to have in certain areas. 
For a teacher who loves one’s work and is interested in developing 
both morally and professionally, it is difficult to grasp or accept 
the anger and resentment that education awakens among different 
people. It took me many years to understand why education 
provokes such emotions, and why the Swedish academic setting, 
more than other such settings in the Nordic countries, is so 
aggressive towards education in general and the academic 
discipline of education in particular (sv. pedagogik)2. In addition 
to being the name of a scientific field, the Swedish term pedagogik 
describes the art and practice of educating, teaching and learning, 
and human flourishing – and reflection upon these issues. In this 

                                                   
1 Hansen, 2001, p. xi. 
2  For a thorough account of the Swedish discipline “pedagogik”, see 
Nilsson Sjöberg, ed., 2018a.  
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essay I distinguish between education on the one hand, which 
designates the overall structure, organisation, policy, history and 
culture of education and the research on these questions, including 
pedagogy, and pedagogy on the other hand, which encircles both 
the practice of and the research on the very acts and situations 
where teaching and learning, upbringing and self-formation occur. 
Research in pedagogy is thus often developed in relation to teacher 
education and the upbringing and education of children and young 
people. Max van Manen provides a clue to this meaning of the 
word:  
 

The simple point is this: it is pedagogy that makes a crucial 
difference in a child’s life. Pedagogy involves us in distinguishing 
actively and/or reflectively what is good, life enhancing, and 
supportive from what is not good or damaging in the ways that we 
act, live, and deal with children.3 

 
Taking as my starting point the insight from Hansen that the last 
word about education cannot be said, and that this can be 
infuriating for some, I will develop a discussion about the 
‘bashing’, or attacking, of the field of education at large, and 
research(ers) in pedagogy in particular, with brief instances from 
my own life – or, as some might prefer to say, with the input of 
anecdotal evidence. I will start at the beginning: namely, the year 
in which I arrived in Sweden. 

Teachers and researchers in pedagogy under attack 

Today, twenty-five years later, I still have vivid memories of my 
first year in Stockholm, when I proudly told people that I was a 
Finnish primary school teacher. I had been a classroom teacher for 
around twelve years by that time, and I was not prepared to be 
questioned about my choice of work or my ability to do it, and 
even less to be mauled by strangers who knew nothing about me 
or about schools from a professional point of view. In my home 
country the teacher had a socially and professionally respected 
position and naively I took it for granted that this would be the 
case in the neighbouring country Sweden too, considering our 
                                                   
3 van Manen, 2012, p. 10. 
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common history and similar societies.4 I particularly remember a 
confrontation with a hairdresser in the spring of 1993, during my 
first visit to that hair salon. She was new to me, I was new to her, 
and she was keen to find subjects to chat about and to get to know 
me. We talked about the weather, different kinds of haircuts, pets 
and many other things. We were building a relationship. She had 
a steady professional grip, and I felt secure in her hands. However, 
within a few minutes, the situation had changed totally; I wanted 
to escape, but obviously could not. What had happened? We had 
started talking about teachers and schools. 
 
‘What work do you do?’ the hairdresser asked me. ‘I am a teacher’, 
I answered. ‘School is terrible’, she quickly replied. I noticed that 
she had become upset. I felt her grip around my neck tighten, and 
I sensed the edge of the scissors on my skin. Violently, she pulled 
my hair and said: ‘Teachers nowadays do not do their work, they 
are simply no good. There is no discipline in the schools, the kids 
can behave any way they want, and they don’t learn anything. I 
think that teachers must…’ The hairdresser went on talking about 
what was wrong with the teachers and with the schools, and 
suggesting how things should actually be handled and what the 
teachers should do. I began to feel increasingly uncomfortable. At 
first, I tried to explain what teaching is, describe the subtlety of 
teachers’ work and defend the public school; however, it was like 
throwing fuel on a fire. Eventually, I stopped answering her 
questions with anything other than a mumble, and just sat there 
wishing that the situation would come to an end. When I paid and 
left, we said a cold goodbye to each other. I did not return. The 
situation left me confused: hadn’t my neighbour reacted in a 
similar way when I said that I was a teacher? And the taxi 
driver…? Why were they so upset about teachers? Although I did 
not yet fully grasp the pattern, I had learnt a lesson: never tell 
anybody in Stockholm that you are a teacher, unless you want to 
be scolded. 
 
I wondered why everybody was so distressed about Swedish 
schools. Why did so many people seem to dislike teachers? On 
                                                   
4 Simola, 2015. 
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what grounds did they believe that they had the answers to the 
(alleged) problems? Were they pointing at true problems in the 
schools, or were they just habitually attacking the education 
system? Fortunately, I was not turned down by the critical 
attitudes I encountered towards teachers and schools. I was a 
newcomer and an immigrant, so I didn’t take it personally. On the 
contrary, I felt a growing interest in the conditions for teaching 
and learning, which triggered questions about the work of teachers 
and pedagogical relations that I had already considered during my 
time as a student and young teacher. It also roused new questions, 
such as how these problems could be framed and understood. The 
emotional turmoil I met made me curious about contemporary 
research in the field of education; I found a lot of interesting 
scientific work in that field in the library of the Stockholm Institute 
of Education, which was within walking distance of my new home. 
Ultimately, I decided to put aside my plan to write a thesis in 
history, and instead to become a researcher in the field of 
education – in questions concerning pedagogy. Little did I know 
that I was stepping onto a path where my words and actions might 
be read and appreciated by students and teachers from ‘within’, 
but would be deliberately misread and attacked by researchers 
from the ‘outside’.  
 
This essay mainly evolves around the critique against the discipline 
of education that comes from parts of the Swedish scientific 
community. First, however, the link between scientific critique and 
public frustration concerning schools and education at large 
should be mentioned. For example, this link can be seen in the 
media, where academics fish for sympathy for their points of view 
by picking on colleagues or scientific perspectives that, from their 
perspective, threaten the ideology that they represent. An 
unprovoked attack on me in one of the biggest Swedish 
newspapers a few years ago can serve as an example 5 . This 
newspaper article condemned me – a professor, vice chancellor 
and “pedagogue” – for spreading ‘heresy’, and demanded that I 
should be instantly stopped in my tracks. The tone of the piece 
implied that the false doctrines of pedagogues (researchers in 
                                                   
5 Ingvar, Sturmark and Wikforss, 2015. 
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pedagogy) were dangerously spilling over into schools. Pluralism, 
postmodernism, feminism and social constructivism etc. were 
attacked as anti-intellectual, and as equally leading to relativism 
and to the denial of historical and scientific facts. My mail was 
immediately overloaded by messages from unknown people who 
saw an opportunity to join the mob and hate (me). They wrote 
things such as ‘shame on you, you bitch’, and ‘…it’s your fault...’. 
Surprised colleagues who knew my work and knew that I was 
working within quite different theoretical perspectives than those 
that had been insinuated in the newspaper, asked me if I should 
not defend myself publicly. At that time, however, I refrained. 
Although I might have expected a fair and argumentative 
treatment from other academics, albeit from other sciences and 
viewpoints than my own, I felt that the critique was built on 
deceptive fabrications and accusations, and on ill-theorized 
understandings of postmodernism – a hopeless starting point for 
any sort of discussion. This was an attack against pluralism and 
critical thinking, and it included a deliberate misreading of the 
critical problematization of values in school subjects. Even though 
I did not actually speak from the acclaimed ‘postmodern’ position 
that they attacked, it would have been unjust towards my 
colleagues, who seriously develop research from those 
perspectives, to make a point of saying so. In hindsight, however, 
I regret not answering to the debate. Few academic voices publicly 
defend the research field of education and the need for critical 
thinking, which gives the impression that there is no strength in it 
– and a projected weakness tends to invite further aggression. 
 
Looking back, I can see that this attack on researchers in 
pedagogy, which was to be followed by many similar attacks, 
came from a small group in the scientific community. The attack 
was part and parcel of a larger movement of critique from 
scientism and secular humanism against the humanities, the ‘soft’ 
sciences. The word scientism describes a position in which one 
believes that only a certain kind of scientific knowledge is true; as 
David E. Cooper puts it, ‘the conviction that only natural sciences 
provide genuine understanding of the world and life’ 6 . 
                                                   
6 Cooper, 2018, p. 118. 
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Furthermore, criticism and disapproval of pedagogues and 
pedagogy (in this case, of me and my work) can be seen as an 
indirect way to obstruct and silence the revolutionary potential of 
education. The strategy to exclude citizens from the realm of 
higher education and critical discourse is still a way of maintaining 
the status quo of society7. Interestingly, in totalitarian societies, 
academics are silenced by rulers and politicians because of the 
revolutionary potential of critical discourse; in Sweden, the work 
of silencing seems to be taken over by the academics themselves. I 
will come back to this point; first, however, I will take a deeper 
look at the question of how disappointments play into this 
situation. 

Public disappointment 

Let me now briefly return to the hairdresser, and her frustration 
with teachers. At first, I felt personally confronted by her. I then 
realized that there was more to her response than a personal 
attack. She was upset about the younger generation, which does 
not live up to the expectations of the older generation, and she 
concluded that the fault must lie with teachers and schools. In 
retrospect, when I listen more carefully, I also hear annoyance and 
distress in her voice. She was disappointed because the school did 
not give children what they needed, and because the children did 
not turn out as she expected. Her expectation that education 
would effectively advance the young ones and build a better 
society in accordance with the plans of the older generation had 
not been fulfilled. My hairdresser was expressing a concern that is 
well-known from history: the disappointment of the older 
generation about the state of the younger generation, and the 
worry that society will lose its moral foundation.  
 
Public disappointment in education is widespread, and is reflected 
in politics and in the media. Politicians try to win elections with 
promises concerning schools and education, although they have 
few or no ideas about what schooling really ought to provide for 
each child and citizen. They tend to present argumentations and 
                                                   
7 Alm, 2016.  
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solutions that, from both an academic and a professional point of 
view, seem populistic and superficial; nevertheless, on some levels, 
the politicians’ solutions intersect with professional and academic 
discussions and interests. The international competition between 
nations that occurs through Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) tests 8  is one arena in which political and 
academic interests seem to merge – or clash. The media adds to 
public frustration by publishing articles, interviews and columns 
with a thin content that basically aims at bashing pedagogues. 
Attacks on pedagogy do not only come from scientism, but also 
from both populism and idealism, and from their descriptions of 
‘what is’ and their expectations of ‘what is not yet’9. Both parties 
overlook the fact that pedagogy happens in the present. 
Pedagogues take the tendencies of educational relations in 
consideration in their research; furthermore, classroom life is in 
many aspects much more complex, diverse and situated than what 
the goals of (natural) science seem to accept. The bashing of 
pedagogy is, though, most severe and problematic within the 
academic arena because it torments pedagogy and so threatens the 
scientific and critical reflection on teaching and pedagogical 
relations. 

Forms of frustration 

In the professional field of education and in the academic discourse 
on education, there are at least three different tendencies that 
signal discontent with the current state of pedagogy; they can be 
recognised as attitudes, however, they come from rather different 
points of view. 
 
First there is a positive and hungry attitude, which I have mostly 
heard from those I call the ‘professional frustrates’; these are 
teachers and teacher educators who reveal interest and 
expectations, saying: ‘We want more!’ They want more time to 
discuss, reflect and develop as teachers; they want more time to 

                                                   
8  For information on the PISA tests, see http://www.oecd.org/pisa/ or 
https://www.skolverket.se/  
9 Biesta and Säfström, 2011. 
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work together with the students and community, and to deal with 
the critical questions of our time. Most teachers who work in 
schools feel an urge to improve their teaching skills, and to know 
more about pedagogical relations and about how to strengthen 
their students as learners and as future citizens. They tend to see 
pedagogy as a field of knowledge that can enhance their own 
practice, rather than something that will blindly direct their 
actions and methods.  
 
Within the academic research community, there is a range of 
critical positions. A strong voice is heard from the ‘antagonists’, 
who wish to influence teacher education, teaching methods and 
the curriculum from their own particular perspectives. At best, 
they are convinced that they can offer better alternatives to 
education in terms of teaching methodologies than pedagogy can; 
at worst, they commit discursive violence and public shaming of 
educational research and pedagogy, as they ride on the back of 
populism. Disappointment is too weak a word to describe their 
position; it is more suitable to speak of anger and resentment – 
and, in many cases, an urge to use the situation to win points and, 
ultimately, research money. Their attitude towards pedagogy is a 
condemning one; they state that pedagogy can deliver nothing of 
value in comparison with (for example) neuropsychiatry and brain 
science. Among the antagonists, we find an appeal for scientism – 
the position I described previously. The antagonists have been 
successful in their efforts to influence politics, including the 
distribution of research money10.  
 
On the other end of the academic spectrum are the ‘discouraged 
researchers’. They show concern for education at large, but are 

                                                   
10 The result of this can for instance be seen in the disappearance of 
Education (sv. Pedagogik) as an independent discipline in the categories 
of sciences decided by the Swedish Research Council, Vetenskapsrådet, 
where only the vague field of Educational Science (sv. 
Utbildningsvetenskap) contains all kinds of research and positions that 
deal with educational questions, including “pedagogik”,  and 
correspondingly so in the national list of scientific subjects (sv. nationell 
ämneskategori) in the Swedish DiVA- Academic Archive Online.  



Moira von Wright 

153 
 

critical of the development of the field and work hard to change it 
from within. Their concern can be summarized by the following 
quotation: ‘Education has developed from being considered the 
key to well-being of nations and individuals into global and result-
oriented competition between nations within an economic logic’11. 
Instrumentality and technicality, together with strong economic 
interests, are seen as factors that hinder good pedagogy, and 
alternative perspectives are tested and presented.  
 
Researchers who wish to focus on the potential of education to 
cultivate intellectual and moral virtues tend to find themselves 
more or less ruled out from educational discussions. Anders 
Burman12 claims that Bildung (sv. bildning) ought to be one of the 
most central concepts in education, and complains about the lack 
of interest in Bildung among educational researchers in Sweden. 
He suggests that the reason might be that education, like so many 
other disciplines, cut its relations with the German tradition after 
the Second World War. Another reason could be the fact that the 
discipline of education in Sweden has advanced in close relation to 
educational reforms within education at all levels. 13  Burman14 

further argues that certain areas of educational research, such as 
the history of educational ideas and the traditions of Bildung, have 
been neglected in favour of the Anglo-American scientific 
tradition. However, within the Anglo-American tradition, we also 
find deep interest in questions of human flourishing and moral and 
ethical issues. Within that tradition, however, these questions are 
mostly framed in discourses other than that of Bildung, including 
the tradition of liberal education – a point that Burman grasps. He 
asks for more research about and on Bildung and cultivation. 
However, in order to grasp the issues of teaching, human 
flourishing and cultivation, also research in pedagogy is needed; 
that is, it needs ongoing inquiry from within pedagogical relations. 
Teaching is an elusive practice and a never-ending moral 
endeavour; the final words about teaching cannot and will never 

                                                   
11 Olsson, Dahlberg and Theorell, 2015, p. 718. 
12 Burman, 2018. 
13 Forsberg and Sundberg, 2018, p. 7. 
14 Burman, 2018, pp. 9–10. 
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be said, as Hansen has claimed. Therefore, there must be 
constantly ongoing and lively inquiry and reflection.  

The ground-breaking potential of education 

Earlier, I described the questions my hairdresser’s aversion to 
teachers awoke in me. As a teacher, I saw teaching as a dynamic 
practice supported by reflection and pedagogy. She saw something 
completely different. She saw wily kids, frustrated parents, a 
problematic society and so forth. Today, I acknowledge that my 
hairdresser had good reason to be upset about the status and 
results of the Swedish school system, at least from the viewpoint 
of whether school was living up to the promises given by society; 
she was right to be disappointed, because her expectations were 
not fulfilled. Like so many others, at some point she had been 
presented with a glorification of schools and schooling. She was 
probably unaware of the vast amount of research and text being 
produced about schools, teaching and education without ever 
really reaching the field of practice – and even if she was, such 
research was not her concern. Like the rest of society, she expected 
wonders from mass education at all levels, from the individual to 
the national. And when it turns out that schools cannot live up to 
the expectations, who are the guilty ones? First the teachers, then 
the structures, then the teacher students, then the 
researchers…and, among these, the pedagogues!  
 
The irony is that such sturdy critiques are right, in a way, because 
pedagogues cannot and will not offer a solution to the knowledge 
competition between nations, just as researchers in economy will 
not present the final solutions to our economic practices. The 
pedagogues cannot and will not come up with lessons that are as 
effective as those in some other countries – unless they totally 
abandon the idea of education as encouraging freedom and 
forming future fellow-humans and democratic citizens; and few 
Swedish teachers see how their work could possibly lend itself to 
the instrumental and technical effectiveness of schools such as 
Gymnasium No. 11 in Hangzhou 15 . In this modern Chinese 
                                                   
15 Matikainen, 2018. 
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school, students are constantly followed and recorded by advanced 
camera systems that recognize each individual student and record 
every change in their faces and each bodily movement. The camera 
can see if students are happy or sad, and registers their behaviour. 
This system is defended by the local Chinese school authorities for 
making both teaching and learning more effective; since it is also 
used to identify students in the library and at the cafeteria, it is 
considered to be of great help in making things run smoothly. 
Understandably, this method has been questioned, and some 
describe it as being far beyond the imagination of George Orwell. 
However, as the method at this school is a planned part in the 
development of a personal balance for behaviour points for each 
citizen, its use is likely to spread. From my perspective, the method 
in use at Gymnasium No. 11 has nothing to do with pedagogy. 
Instead it is a misuse of what education and schooling can and 
should offer. Knowing that certain methods make something more 
effective does not make those methods right or morally 
defendable. A totalitarian system may offer effective training, but 
it contradicts human flourishing and education for freedom. A 
society with meticulous control cannot afford critical discussions 
or different perspectives, and has no interest in the divergent 
questions of education. Such a society does not want the messy 
and obscure discussions that pedagogy can inform. 
 
Pedagogy is not only about schools and children. It also deals with 
meaning, forming and educating within society at large, 
throughout the life-span of the citizens. A life-long process of 
thinking, forming and learning – of Bildung, if you like – keeps 
human beings awake, interested, critically thinking and 
deliberating. Teaching, along with all education, must be open to 
reflection and change, making it both a vital part of democratic 
society and a challenging object for research. Many pedagogues 
have argued that education must be understood as atemporal, and 
as being located within the tension between ‘what is’ and ‘what is 
not’16. Here is where different educational relations take form: 
some speak of a pedagogy of place17  and others speak of the 

                                                   
16 E.g., Biesta and Säfström, 2011. 
14 Løvlie, 2007; von Wright, 2011. 
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encounter as the place where the significant pedagogical relations 
occur18. 
 
Education has ground-breaking potential – both to encourage 
human flourishing and to switch off the light in the eyes of the 
learner. Therefore, education needs pedagogy and a vital 
discussion about its normative implications and its foundations.  

Concluding words 

In the summer of 2018, I walked back to the address where I first 
had my hair cut in Stockholm. The hairdresser was no longer 
there, so I did not manage to speak to her about her view on 
teachers, education and pedagogy today. Neither did I have the 
opportunity to tell her how her bashing of education had inspired 
me to deepen my pedagogical questions and to work within the 
research field for much longer than I had planned. Confrontations, 
as long as they do not hit too hard, can be healthy and awakening. 
Twenty-five years ago, my hairdresser challenged my thoughts. 
This does not mean that she was right; however, it may serve as a 
reminder that we need to encounter each other, listen carefully, 
respect our differences and keep the discussion going. Even within 
scientific discourse, we must accept that nobody will have the final 
word. Maxine Greene’s optimistic outlook on education may 
therefore serve as an ending to this essay: ‘And, when freedom is 
concerned, it is always a time to begin’19. 
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