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Redaktionellt

I väntan på Utbildningsvetenskapliga kommit-
téns beslut om 2007 års tilldelning av forsk-
ningsmedel kan vi nu presentera nummer 3 
av Tidskriften för lärarutbildning och forskning. 
Numret innehåller artiklar med olika innehåll 
som emanerar från skiftande metodologiska och 
teoretiska utgångspunkter. I den första artikeln, 
Problembaserat lärande i högskolematematik; En 
studie av högskolestuderandes kunskapsutveckling 
i matematik på datavetenskapligt program, redo-
visar Galina Nilsson och Elena Luchinskaya en 
studie som belyser hur problembaserat lärande 
(PBL) i kombination med traditionella under-
visningsmetoder kan bidra till kunskapsutveck-
lingen i matematik på högskolenivå. Författarna 
hävdar att de förändringar inom högskolevä-
sendet som Bolognaprocessen inneburit ställer 
andra krav på såväl lärare som studerande. 

Den studie som redovisas i artikeln genomför-
des år 2005 vid Högskolan Väst. Förutom att 
undersöka hur PBL påverkar studieresultaten i 

matematik, diskuteras också begreppet studie-
resultat i förhållande till fördjupad förståelse i 
ämnet matematik. De studerande som ingick 
i studien delades in i två grupper där den ena 
hade inslag av PBL. En enkätstudie genomför-
des som syftade till att ta reda på de studerandes 
egna reflektioner. Resultatredovisningen bygger 
även på tentamensresultaten. Författarna menar 
att PBL kan bidra till ökad förståelse i högsko-
lematematik och att metoden därför kan utgöra 
en alternativ undervisningsmetod.  

Eva Nyström är författare till artikeln, Reconcep-
tualising gender and science education: from bio-
logy and difference to language and fluidity, som 
söker klarlägga hur naturvetenskap, utbildning 
i naturvetenskap och genusforskning hänger 
ihop. Syftet med artikeln är att bidra till dis-
kussionen om jämställdhet i samhället och på 
vilket sätt det kan relateras till lärare och utbild-
ning i naturvetenskap. 
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Nyström utgår ifrån ett genealogiskt perspektiv 
genom att undersöka för-givet-tagna sanningar 
och objekt i forskning om naturvetenskap. Hon 
spårar det moderna klassrummet bakåt till 
äldre vetenskapliga praktiker. Analysen visar 
att könade mönster och praktiker fortlever och 
reproduceras. Den visar också att vetenskapliga 
begrepp och genus, liksom till exempel ras och 
sexualitet, reproduceras i praktiken på olika sätt. 
Det faktum att de är flytande och instablila inne-
bär dock att de är möjliga att utmana. 

I studien som redovisas i artikeln dras slutsatsen 
att trots att senare forskning går längre än att 
räkna huvuden eller mäta könsskillnader, behövs 
mer forskning om utbildning i naturvetenskap, 
som lägger större vikt vid kritisk analys. 

Artikeln, Twist and shout! Working with Teachers 
towards Affirming Sexual Diversity in a New 
Zealand Girls’ Secondary School, presenterar en 
studie om de utmaningar och begränsningar 
som uppstår vid arbetet med att bekräfta sexuell 
variation i grundskolekontext. Genom att avslöja 
den dynamik som uppstod vid en sammankomst 
med lärare, belyser författaren Kathleen Quin-
livan vilka utmaningar och spänningar, men 
också den betydelse som förståelsen av kom-
plexiteten som finns inbäddad i dessa frågor, 
har. Mötet med lärarna som beskrivs i artikeln 

är en del av ett större aktionsforskningsprojekt 
på en flickskola i Nya Zealand. 

Det författaren särskilt intresserar sig för är att 
genom teoretiska och metodologiska resone-
mang blottlägga och problematisera den dis-
kursiva, heterosexuella normaliseringsproces-
sen. Hon menar att de motsättningar som kom 
idagen i denna studie har sin förklaring i den 
heteronormativa skolkulturen. 

Nästa artikel, Estetik – kropp – genus i relation till 
dans och dansutbildning, är förattad av Britt-Marie 
Styrke. Hon inleder sin artikel med att konstatera 
att dans som konstnärligt ämne inom den obliga-
toriska skolan har en förhållandevis kort historia; 
vissa inslag kan dateras till sent 1960-tal. Från 
slutet av 1980-talet initierades en större nationell 
satsning, Dans i skolan, vilken ur ett danspeda-
gogiskt perspektiv beskrivits som ett första steg 
ut på ett nytt arbetsfält. En något längre historia 
har danspedagogutbildningen. Den utbildar idag 
lärare som har bildningsförbunden, grundskolan 
och gymnasieskolans estetiska program som sina 
huvudsakliga arbetsplatser. 

Artikeln diskuterar etableringsprocessen av 
dansutbildningen från år 1964 när den efter år 
av förberedelser inrättades vid Kungliga Musi-
kaliska Akademinen. 1970 övergick utbild-
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ningen till Statens Dansskola och 1978 till 
dagens Danshögskola. Denna etableringspro-
cess kan utifrån Bourdieus teorier beskrivas 
som en kamp för erkännande både som yrkes-
område och som utbildning. Som kvinnodo-
minerat yrke blir både frågor om kön/genus 
liksom andra maktrelaterade faktorer relevanta 
att synliggöra. 

Hugo Vanheeswijck, författaren till artikeln 
Limitations and Possibilities of Catholic Education 
in a Multicultural World, reflekterar inlednings-
vis om hur vi som männsikor idag ska förhålla 
oss till den Andre, ”främlingen”, i en globali-
serad värld. Vanheeswijcks forskning proble-
matiserar hur den kristna livsuppfattningen, 
utmanad av skilda världsuppfattningar, gestal-
tar sig och utvecklas i katolska skolor. I artikeln 
presenteras begränsningar och möjligheter för 
dialog som ett pedagogiskt begrepp. Följaktli-
gen har Vanheeswijck utgått från Mikhail Bak-
htins filosofi och hans begrepp dialogism, som 
integrerar “motsatser” som indiviuell och social, 
teori och action, etik och estetik.  
 
Vanheeswijck har lång erfarenhet av att arbeta 
med multikulturella frågor och har i sin verk-
samhet ofta ställts inför frågor som har sin grund 
i olika livs- och världsuppfattningar. I artikeln 
utgår han från ett antropologiskt, filosofiskt, 

filologiskt och religionsvetenskapligt perspektiv 
inom ett kulturfilosofiskt forskningsfält. 

Detta nummer av tidskriften avslutas med 
en recension, några bokanmälningar och ett 
debattinlägg. Joakim Lindgren, Umeå univer-
sitet, har läst Den värdefulla praktiken. Yrkesetik 
i pedagogers vardag av Kennert Orlenius & Airi 
Bigsten. Lindgren har en del invändningar till 
innehållet, men hävdar avslutningsvis att boken 
är en ”genomgående klok och sympatisk bok 
som rymmer en ödmjukhet inför läraryrkets och 
den pedagogiska praktikens komplexitet.” Den 
inställningen är något, menar han, som ibland 
saknas inom detta område. Boken innhåller flera 
exempel på vardagliga pedagogiska situationer 
som utgångspunkt för diskussionen. 

Till redaktionen för Tidskrift för lärarutbild-
ning och forskning inkommer ibland nya böcker 
med aktuellt och angeläget innehåll för utbild-
nings- och undervisningsintresserade läsare. De 
böcker som anmäls här kommer att recenseras 
vid ett senare tillfälle. Tre nya böcker anmäls 
i detta nummer. Det är Sten Arevik och Ove 
Hartzell Att göra tänkande synligt. En bok om 
begreppsbaserad undervisning, Marie Carlson 
m fl. Education in ´Multicultural´ Societies. 
Turkish and Swedish Perspectives samt Ann-
Catrine Edlund m. fl. Språk och kön.
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Slutligen publiceras ett debattinlägg om Läs- och 
skrivlärande. Inlägget söker visa på nödvändig-
heten av fortsatta diskussioner kring införandet 
av vad skribenten, Carin Jonsson, Umeå uni-
versitet, bedömer som ett framtida grundut-
bildningsämne inom lärarutbildningen. Hon 
utgår i sitt inlägg bland annat från det engel-
ska begreppet”literacy” som trots att det inte 
är helt tillfredställande, ändå är användbart i 
debatten. 

Redaktören välkomnar en debatt om detta 
ämne, men välkomnar också debattinlägg om 
för läsekretsen angelägna och aktuella frågor 
som behöver ventileras och diskuteras. 

Gun-Marie Frånberg
Redaktör
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Abstract

Matematikämnet utgör en grundpelare för stu-
derande på det datavetenskapliga programmet. 
Förändringen inom högskoleväsendet till följd 
av Bolognaprocessen ställer dessutom krav på 
såväl pedagoger som studerande. 

I den här artikeln belyser vi hur problembaserat 
lärande i kombination med traditionella under-
visningsmetoder kan bidra till kunskapsutveck-
lingen i matematik på högskolenivå. 

Vi har genomfört en studie på Högskolan Väst 
under två månaders tid år 2005. Syftet var att 
undersöka hur problembaserat lärande (PBL) 
påverkar högskolestuderandes studieresultat 
i matematik. Vidare var tanken att diskutera 
begreppet studieresultat i förhållande till för-
djupad förståelse i ämnet matematik. Inverkan 
av problembaserat lärande som undervisnings-
metod belyses därför utifrån ett pedagogiskt 
perspektiv. 

Galina Nilsson & Elena Luchinskaya

Problembaserat lärande  

i högskolematematik
En studie av högskolestuderandes kunskapsutveckling  

i matematik på datavetenskapligt program

Ett antal studerande på det datavetenskapliga 
programmet som ingick i studien delades in i 
två grupper. Föreläsningarna skedde på ett tra-
ditionellt vis för båda grupperna men seminarie-
övningarna hade för den ena gruppen inslag av 
PBL. Våra resultat baserades sedan på enkätun-
dersökningar av studerandes egna reflektioner 
samt även på tentamensresultat. 

Det är viktigt att förhålla sig kritiskt till våra 
resultat. Det är omöjligt att dra generella slutsat-
ser om problembaserat lärande i matematikun-
dervisning utifrån vår studie. Däremot påvisar 
studerandes reflektioner och studieresultat att 
problembaserat lära kan bidra till ökad förstå-
else i högskolmatematik och därmed vara en 
alternativ undervisningsmetod.

Introduktion 

År 1999 skrev 29 länder under Bolognade-
klarationen. Sverige var ett av dem. Målet var 

Tidskrift för lärarutbildning och forskning, nr 3 2007 s 13–21 Umeå: Fakultetsnämnden för lärarutbildning. Printed in Sweden
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bland annat att skapa det så kallade European 
Higher Education Area, ett forum vars syfte är 
att främja studerandes rörlighet samt sträva efter 
en gemensam struktur inom Europas utbild-
ningssystem. Från och med den första janu-
ari 2003 får varje studerande som tar examen 
inom grundläggande högskoleutbildning en 
validering av examensbeviset. För högskolor 
och universitet i Sverige (EU) innebär Bologna-
processen dessutom förenlighet av utbildnings-
strukturer, planer, undervisning och högskole-
studerandes praktik.

Den svenska regeringen skrev under Bologna-
deklarationen. Regeringen har också vidtagit 
åtgärder vad gäller främjandet av det livslånga 
lärandet och tillgång till högre utbildning. 
Under de sista tio åren har stora förändringar 
skett inom utbildningssystemet. Man utarbetar 
utbildningsprogram som är baserade på output, 
det vill säga i det här fallet studenternas utbild-
ningsresultat.

En sådan förändring kräver anpassning till nya 
modeller och undervisningsmetoder. Den tra-
ditionella utbildningsmodellen, katederunder-
visning, med läraren i centrum, ställs mot den 
nya modellen där fokus flyttas över till den stu-
derande. Det traditionella kvalifikationssyste-
met får ge plats åt ett nytt som sätter fokus på 

studerandes uppnåendemål och förvärvande av 
kompetens i olika steg.

Studieresultat

Den föreläsningsbaserade undervisningen till-
godoser inte allas behov. Många studerande 
arbetar exempelvis samtidigt som de bedriver 
studier på högskolenivå. Till följd av detta ökar 
studerandes behov av alternativa undervisnings-
sätt. Därmed flyttar man fokus från undervis-
ningens innehåll till studieresultat.

Begreppet studieresultat har använts i sam-
band med undervisningsprocessen och under-
visningen på högskolenivå. Men det är först 
nyligen som begreppet resultat blev jämställt 
med uppnåendemålen i olika utbildningsfaser. 
Tidigare var sådana begrepp som antal under-
visningstimmar och resursfördelning viktigare 
än resultat och kompetens.

Det viktiga är vad studerande har lärt sig när 
de avslutar sin utbildning. Den som undervisar 
på högskolenivå har alltid en tydlig bild av det 
som skall läras ut till studerande. Det tankesät-
tet speglas i vad som förmedlas och på vilket 
sätt det förmedlades, samt hur man bedömer 
elevernas prestationer.
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Moon (2002) belyser i sitt arbete att när en 
utbildningsprocess är baserad på studiere-
sultat har högskoleläraren möjlighet att välja 
bland olika undervisningsmetoder. Emellertid, 
menar Moon, skall man som studerande vara 
målinriktad, med studieresultat som mål. Vid 
utvecklingen av studieplan bör därför hänsyn 
tas till hur studieresultaten förhåller sig till den 
valda undervisningsmetodiken och kunskaps-
bedömningen. Ett sådant resonemang tillåter 
pedagoger att utarbeta ett system för högsko-
leelevernas kunskapsbedömning med hjälp av 
olika kunskapstester.

Problembaserat lärande

Vid tillämpningen av olika undervisningsme-
toder, såsom grupparbete, diskussioner, kritiskt 
tänkande, problembaserat lärande (PBL), verk-
lighetsanknutna problem (Case) tillåts stude-
rande att ta en aktiv, inkluderande roll i utbild-
ningsprocessen. Dessutom utvecklar studerande 
färdigheter och kompetenser som är nödvändiga 
i det praktiska arbetet.

I den här undersökningen ville vi titta på PBL. 
Begreppet lärande får i och med det här synsät-
tet större betydelse än själva inlärningen.

PBL är ett aktuellt ämne för högskoleutbildningar 
idag. Med rötter inom vetenskaper som filosofi 

och psykologi utgöt PBL såväl en undervisnings-
metod som ett förhållandesätt till kunskap och 
lärande. I det här arbetssättet hamnar studenten 
i fokus. Studerande blir, enligt Hård av Segerstad 
(2000) mer aktiva och ansvarstagande.  Följderna 
blir att samarbetet kring en specifik utbildnings-
uppgift styr lärprocessen.

I PBL brukar man lösa verklighetsanknutna 
problem eller fall genom diskussioner och läs-
ning i mindre grupper. Ur lärarens perspektiv 
innebär det en omprövning av lärarrollen. Det 
finns olika arbetsformer inom PBL som beskrivs 
vid flera tillfällen i referenslitteraturen.

Litteraturstudie

Det finns en omfattande mängd litteratur som 
tar upp fördelar med och tillämpning av pro-
blembaserat lärande inom olika utbildnings-
områden. Exempelvis skriver Angela Anders-
son (1999) att:

”PBL kan för den ytlige betraktaren se ut att 
vara en metod, ett sätt att ordna undervis-
ningen i basgrupper istället för klasser och att 
kalla läraren för handledare. Men problem-
baserat lärande är ett sätt att förhålla sig till 
kunskaper och lärande, ett sätt som mycket 
väl stämmer med de mål som finns formule-
rade i de svenska läroplanen”. 
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Det är ytterst viktigt att studerande lär sig 
förhålla sig till ämnet, för att se målet och 
meningen med sina studier i matematikunder-
visningen på högskolenivå.

Intresset för PBL har stadigt ökat alltsedan 
synsättet och metodiken introducerades 1986, 
konstateras det av Lars Ove Dahlgren(1986), 
som är verksam vid Linköpings universitet. I 
sin artikel ger han en bakgrund till PBL med 
utgångspunkt i den samtida pedagogiska forsk-
ningen om lärande. Man går från undervisning 
till lärande, och prioriterar att sätta studenter-
nas lärande i fokus.

Det problembaserade lärandets grunder bygger 
på en stark tro på individens förmåga att ta 
ansvar för det egna lärandet.

Undervisningsvärdet av PBL på högskolenivå 
bygger mestadels på principen att elevcentre-
rad undervisning måste komma i första hand 
för att lärandeprocessen ska vara så effektivt 
som möjligt. 

Denna princip kan genomföras på ett antal olika 
sätt. PBL metoden ger studerande möjligheten 
att aktivt engagera sig i inlärningsprocessen. 
Den uppmanar i sin tur studerande att arbeta 
konstruktivt med sina idéer. PBL stimulerar 

kunskapskonstruktion bland kursdeltagare och 
utvecklar självinriktad inlärning.

Det sociokulturella perspektivet löper som en 
röd tråd genom det problembaserade lärandet. 
Samspelet mellan individ och kollektiv är en 
viktig ingrediens i det som Säljö (2000) refere-
rar till som kunskapskonstruktion. Arbete kring 
ett problem i grupp bygger på samspel mellan 
ett antal individer. PBL kan tyckas vara ett 
modernt påfund, men Dahlgren (2001) påpe-
kar att är att det först kom till användning för 
cirka trettio år sedan.

Undervisning kan med andra ord ses som en 
socialt konstruerad process som bygger på aktö-
rernas förhandlingar och konstruktioner av 
verksamheten ifråga. Undervisningen är också, i 
allra högsta grad, en konstruktion av deltagarna 
själva i den konkreta interaktionen dem emel-
lan. Därför är det viktigt att belysa PBL och dra 
paralleller till det traditionella undervisnings-
sättet i högskoleundervisningen.

Matematik och individualisering

Individualisering är en viktig faktor som spelar 
in vid problembaserat lärande. I den traditionella 
matematikundervisningen är det lätt hänt att 
läraren lägger nivån på mittfältet av elevernas fär-
digheter. Det är, enligt Malmer (1992), det största 
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problemet med individualiseringen inom ämnet 
matematik. Men det är inte säkert att hastighet, 
material och intresse ligger på samma nivå för 
alla elever, eller ens majoriteten av dem.

Paul Ramsden “Learning to Teach in Higher 
Education”, en av världens mest populära böcker 
om undervisning på högskolenivå, beskriver 
dagens högskolesituation, där han bland annat 
tar upp problematiken i att grundutbildningen 
har växande elevantal och minskade anslag. De 
viktigaste principer som effektiviserar lärande 
är, enligt honom, användbara föreläsningar som 
fungerar introducerande till varje nytt avsnitt 
(e.g Ramsden 2003).

Ramsden påpekar också vikten av textval, det 
vill säga att det är viktigt att välja passande sätt 
att presentera problemet. Avsikten är att upp-
muntra studerande att utveckla kritiskt tän-
kande i analys av text och visuellt material.

Metod och genomförande

En studie genomfördes av oss på Högskolan 
Väst under två månaders tid år 2005, i vilken 
40 elever under första året på datavetenskapligt 
program ingick. Den aktuella kursen i mate-
matik, problemlösning i matematik för data-
vetare, är fortfarande en befintlig och högst 
relevant kurs för studerandes framtida studier 

i årskurs två och tre, bland annat i ämnet pro-
jektmanagement.

Varje nytt avsnitt introducerades med föreläs-
ningar, som var utformade på det traditionella 
viset: den elevpassiva katederundervisningen. 
Föreläsnigen var traditionell och välplanerad, 
men saknade utrymme för utvikningar. Stoftet 
i kursen stod i centrum och undervisningsma-
terialet dominerade.

Däremot genomfördes seminarier i form av 
övningar som varade fyra timmar i veckan på 
ett annorlunda sätt än vanligt. De studerande 
samarbetade kring verklighetsförankrade mate-
matiska problem i respektive basgrupper om 
fyra personer.

Tillämpningen av varierande undervisningsme-
toder påverkar i allra högsta grad pedagogens 
roll i utbildningsprocessen. 

Det blev som väntat en annorlunda situation för 
läraren – istället för att lösa uppgifter och fånga 
elevernas intresse fick hon ta sig an rollen som 
handledare. Handledaren kom inte med fär-
diga lösningar utan uppmuntrade diskussioner 
samt gav studerande en möjlighet att hitta egna 
lösningar vilket bidrog till utveckling av reflek-
tionstänkande under arbetet med PBL. 
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Eleverna lämnade alla lösta uppgifter skriftligt. 
Vår ursprungliga tanke var att dela upp elever 
under övningar i två grupper, den ena som skulle 
delta i PBL och den andra, kontrollgruppen, 
skulle ha traditionell undervisning. När man 
tillkännagav detta och förklarade för samtliga 
elever att de skulle delta i en studie, ville alla 
vara med i PBL-gruppen.

För att bedöma resultatet använde vi följande 
metoder:
1.	Enkätstudie, där eleverna fick besvara ett 

antal frågor om deras intryck av PBL. Enkä-
terna besvarades frivilligt och anonymt.

2.	Lärande som en förändring av förståelse 
(Ramsden, 1992). För att mäta denna för-
ändring av förståelse var de två sista tillämp-
ningsuppgifterna på tentamen fördjupnings-
frågor kring begrepp som de studerande hade 
arbetat med under kursens gång.

I enkäten behandlades följande frågor:
•	 Vilket betyg skulle du ge dina prestationer?
•	 Fick du mer inflytande i ditt eget lärande?
•	 Fungerade arbetet i gruppen bra?
•	 Tycker du att förståelse förändrades?
•	 Tyckte du att handledarens roll förändra-

des?
•	 Fick du lära dig mycket med hjälp av PBL?

Resultat

Enkäten besvarades av 34 studerande, där de 
flesta (över 80 %) gav sina prestationer det 
högsta betyget. Ungefär 90 % ansåg att de fick 
mer inflytande i sitt eget lärande med hjälp av 
PBL. 85 % tyckte att arbetet i gruppen funge-
rade bra, en del gav en skriftlig kommentar där 
de visade uppskattning för samarbetet.

PBL omfattar inte enbart studerandes egen 
inlärning utan även samspelet i den aktuella 
gruppen. För de studerandes del skapar PBL 
en god lärandemiljö, där det finns utrymme för 
reflektioner och samspel mellan studerande.

Ett problem som tycktes ha uppstått, och det 
visade fråga tre i enkäten, var att studerande 
tyvärr inte ansåg alla lika delaktiga och aktiva i 
gruppen. Däremot framkom det att dessa indi-
vider ändå var mer aktiva än i vanliga under-
visningssituationer.

Förmågan till förståelse sätts i centrum tack vare 
PBL. Våra resultat visade att så inte var fallet för 
40 % av de studerande. De ansåg att förståelsen 
var oförändrad. Däremot tyckte drygt 80 % att 
pedagogens roll förändrades avsevärt.

På sista frågan, om man ansåg att man fick 
lära sig mycket med hjälp av PBL svarade hela 
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98 % att så var fallet. Många påpekade att de 
utvecklade sina tankar med hjälp av muntlig 
redovisning.

Tentamensresultat

Tillämpning av varierande metoder påverkar i 
allra högsta grad pedagogens roll i utbildnings-
processen. Pedagogen kommer inte med färdiga 
lösningar utan uppmuntrar diskussioner samt 
ger studerande en möjlighet att hitta individu-
ella lösningar och bidrar till utveckling av reflek-
tionstänkande under problemanalysen. 

När det gäller lärande som en förändring av 
förståelse tittade vi på de studerandes tenta-
mensresultat efter den genomförda studien. 
En av uppgifterna var en tillämpningsupp-
gift på rekursiva samband. Studerande skulle 
bestämma ordningsnummer på ett element som 
ingick i talföljden. De flesta klarade uppgiften 
och svarade att det var en aritmetisk talföljd. 
De fick dessutom fram formeln för såväl diffe-
rensen som för summan.

Den andra uppgiften handlade om att skriva 
den allmänna lösningen till ett rekursivt sam-
band samt tillämpa det i ett verklighetsbase-
rat problem i företagsekonomi den inför kom-
mande läsperiod. För att härleda slutsatsen eller 
svara på frågorna i boolesk algebra. De flesta 

studerande visade förståelse för vilken typ av 
färdigheter som krävdes för att lösa uppgiften. 
Vi ansåg att PBL metoden förbättrade insikten 
och förståelsen samt förstärkte självförtroende 
för de studerande. Studerande såg en klar åter-
koppling till praktiska situationer som kommer 
att vänta dem i det kommande yrket. 

Sammanfattning

Sammanfattningsvis visar våra resultat att PBL 
metoden var givande och fick bra respons hos de 
högskolestuderande. Tentamensresultaten för-
bättrades avsevärt jämfört med föregående år, 
trots sämre förkunskaper bland de studerande 
vid kursens start.

Som undervisande pedagog ser man en föränd-
ring av lärarrollen, då man måste formulera 
uppnåendemål för varje uppgift. Dessutom fick 
man som handledare mer stimulerande upp-
gifter när man kunde organisera och planera 
arbetsuppgifterna på ett annorlunda sätt. Jag 
anser att man kan uppnå ett bra mellanläge 
med hjälp av problembaserat lärande, där alla 
på något sätt får bidra till gruppens lösning på 
ett särskilt problem.

PBL-metoden fungerade mycket väl på Datave-
tenskapliga programmet, där vi hade 40 elever 
som var indelade i basgrupper under övnings-
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tillfällena. Ett genomförande av en mer omfat-
tande studie, exempelvis för en grupp bestå-
ende av 60-70 studerande på Maskingenjörs-
programmet på Högskolan Väst, skulle kräva 
en resursperson.

Reflektion

Vår studie från Högskolan Väst belyser värdet 
av elevernas förmåga till självbedömning och 
kritiskt tänkande. Medan svårigheten ligger i 
att mäta förbättringen vad gäller problemlös-
ning, stärker denna studie tron på att PBL är en 
undervisningsmetod såväl som ett förhållnings-
sätt som leder till förbättrade studieresultat och 
ökad motivation till fortsatta studier.

Undersökningen har varit givande för oss som 
pedagoger och för våra studenter. I framtiden 
skulle man kunna följa upp med liknande stu-
dier av PBL ur ett genusperspektiv samt det 
interkulturella perspektivet. Något som också 
är intressant är bedömning och kvalitetssäk-
ring av tentamen i matematik på Dataveten-
skapliga program. 

Den stora frågan är om man som handledare 
är i behov av nya strategier för tillämpning av 
problembaserat lärande. Undersökningen visar 
med andra ord att PBL bidrog till förbättrade 
studieresultat och kunskapsutveckling.

Vi vill påpeka att vår studie omfattar förstaårs-
studerande på grundnivå, som ännu inte har 
utvecklat samma förmåga att söka information, 
redovisa muntligt, tänka kritiskt och arbeta i 
grupp som studerande på exempelvis avancerad 
nivå. På grundnivån är kursplaner mer koncen-
trerade och fokuserade på vad som är viktigt 
att kunna inför nästa kurs. Det är därför vik-
tigt att ge eleverna grundläggande kunskaper 
under föreläsningarna som de kan använda sig 
av under arbetet med PBL.
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Abstract:

This article explores the intersections of science, 
science education, gender- and feminist research 
in an attempt to provide an insight in how these 
areas are linked. The aim is to contribute to the 
discussion of equality in society and, specifi-
cally, how it relates to teacher and science educa-
tion. The article takes a genealogical perspective 
(Foucault, 1984) by exploring taken-for-granted 
‘truths’ and ’objects’ in science education research 
and tracing modern classroom practices back 
to older scientific practices. The analysis shows 
that gendered patterns and practices continue to 
reproduce, but also that notions of science, and 
gender, and ‘race’, sexuality etc. are reproduced 
in practices in different ways, are fluid and unsta-
ble, and therefore are challengeable. The study 
concludes that despite recent research which goes 
further than the conventional ‘counting heads’ 
or ‘measuring sex differences’, more studies of 
gender in science education are needed, which 
place a greater emphasis on critical analysis.

Introduction

Gender issues at university level have become 
increasingly important in Sweden, both in 
terms of subject content and teaching methods 
(or pedagogy). This is to some extent, due to 
governmental intentions of raising equality in 
the Swedish society. Recent government poli-
cies have, for example, prioritized gender as a 
subject of study as well as an issue to be incor-
porated within higher education practices; and 
allocated responsibility for these issues to the 
Swedish National Agency for Higher Educa-
tion (Prop. 2005/06:155). Additionally, the 
National Graduate School of Gender Studies 
which was created in 2002, is currently sup-
porting approximately 40 doctoral students, 
studying different subject and located in dif-
ferent universities in Sweden with the aim of 
strengthening gender perspectives within the 
higher education (SOU, 2005:66). Attempt-
ing to integrate gender issues and perspectives 
into teaching and research however offers a sub-

Reconceptualising gender  
and science education: 

from biology and difference to language and fluidity
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stantial challenge, since it requires the fusion of 
gender studies and a range of disciplinary fields. 
In the case of teacher education, this means 
taking into consideration gender issues in many 
different fields. Teachers of science subjects, for 
example, need to know about gender issues in 
relation to science itself (i.e. physics, chemistry, 
biology, and so on), as well as in relation to sci-
ence education (the teaching of science). 

This article aims to provide support for the above 
by bringing together and synthesizing the wider 
literature and discussion relating to science, sci-
ence education, gender- and feminist studies. To 
do this, studies from 1980 to the present (with an 
emphasis on the 1990s onwards) are reviewed in 
addition to feminist research on science practices 
both historical and contemporary. Because of the 
extent of the literature covering this period, this 
cannot be a complete review of research and liter-
ature: rather, examples have been selected to pro-
vide readers with an understanding of different 
how the fields intersect. A genealogical approach 
(Foucault, 1984) is adopted which aims both 
to illuminate early practices, ideas, beliefs, and 
taken-for-granted ‘truths’ about science, gender, 
sexuality, ‘race’, and so on, and explore the con-
sequences these have for science education and 
schooling today. Further, an aim of this study is 
to trace in history why a practice is understood 

and ‘made’ the way it is today. Also, genealogy is 
a form of analysis where the purpose is to under-
stand how an ‘object’ is ’made’ (see Beronius, 
1991 for further interpretations of how Foucault’s 
notion of genealogy can be used). Thus, instead 
of looking on a practice as a response to an object, 
the aim is to understand how a practice con-
structs the object it acts on. What emerges from 
the study is that different practices and notions in 
science education stem from, and to some extent 
are structured by, components from earlier prac-
tices and understandings. Other using a similar 
theoretical framework are for example Larsson 
(2001) studying the construction of ‘manliness’ 
and ’womanliness’ in sport and sports related 
research, and Widding (2006) examining how 
discourses of the past are active today in students’ 
identity construction. 

The article first explores research on science 
practices in historical times. This is followed 
by reviews of more recent research on – differ-
ences, differences through and in language and 
cultures; and school science practices.

Historical perspectives on  
biological differences

Studies of biological differences between men 
and women, and between people of different 
’race’ originated in Europe in the seventeenth 
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and continued into the nineteenth century 
(Schiebinger, 1989). A feminist analysis of this 
research highlights the ways in which biological 
differences, and scientific readings of female, 
and non-whites were interpreted as evidence of 
‘naturally’ inferiority to European (white) men 
(Schiebinger, 1989). During this period, women 
were excluded from education, from science and 
other intellectual pursuits. 

In the late nineteenth century, Darwinian theo-
ries became popular, and have since been inter-
preted and used in different scientific disciplines 
and politics (Hamberg, 2000). These range 
from the early Social Darwinists, who provided 
a biological defence of prevailing social hierar-
chies of Victorian society, to 1970s Darwinism 
updated as socio-biology. By the late 1990s, Dar-
winian theory changed once more to what was 
termed ‘evolutionary psychology’, a particularly 
Anglo-American phenomenon, much criticized 
by Rose and Rose and others for it claims to 
universalism, that is aiming to incorporate all 
aspects of human behavior, culture and society, 
on the basis of a perception of human nature as 
evolutionary (Rose & Rose, 2001). 

Biological differences have continued to be 
used in research to explain sex differences in 
achievement, and attitudes and interests in, for 

example, science subjects (e.g. seen in Benbow 
& Stanley, 1980; de Lacoste-Utamsing & 
Holloway, 1982; Levander, 1990; Rasmussen, 
1995). Explanations of this kind aim, for exam-
ple, to show how boys and girls are educated 
and socialized into their ‘natural’ roles as men 
and women (Weiner, 2001). However, critical 
readings of such research suggests that biology 
cannot be used as a single cause to explain dif-
ference (e.g. by Bleier, 1984; Fausto-Sterling, 
1985/1992, 2000; Hamberg, 2000; Hubbard, 
1990; Kimball, 1994).

Making science male and women 
special

Feminist scholars have tended to focus on aca-
demic women’s circumstances and lives, and their 
exclusion from science, for example, in highlight-
ing the impact of the professionalization of sci-
ence at the end of the nineteenth century. These 
studies are of women in past times, and include, 
for example, individual biographical accounts 
and institution histories relating to the origins of 
modern science in Europe (Schiebinger, 1989), as 
well as narratives of women scientists’ lives and 
struggles at the end of the nineteenth and begin-
ning of twentieth centuries (Benckert & Staberg, 
1992). Other studies focus on North American 
women’s battles to gain access to higher science 
education (Rossiter, 1982/1992), and how men 
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have sought to exclude women from elite scientific 
institutions (Rose, 1994). Rossiter (1995) notes 
the invisibility of women scientists in America, 
while Benckert and Staberg (2000) shed light 
on the distinctive career patterns of Swedish 
women physicists and chemists from the 1950s 
and onwards. More recent research focuses on 
the higher attrition rate of female biology and 
chemistry graduate students in North America 
(Ferreira, 2003), the exclusion of women scien-
tists from powerful networks in science, and the 
numerous obstacles to their attempts to develop 
professional networks (Davies, 2001). 

This body of research highlights three impor-
tant points. The first is that science is a fluid 
practice shaped by social and cultural forces and 
a specific historical context. Thus gender and 
science boundaries are negotiated at universi-
ties and scientific academies, and remain under 
continuous shaping and construction. Studies 
of the nature, and history of science (see for 
example Akerson, Abd-El-Khalick & Lederman, 
2000) are therefore of particular relevance to 
science education and school science, as well as 
those which examine the relationship between, 
and shaping of, science and gender in terms of 
historical, social and cultural context. In fact, 
demands have been made for more critical stud-
ies of gender, science/technology and education 

that problematize both science and gender, all 
too often treated as unproblematic (Baker, 2002; 
Henwood and Miller, 2001).

A second point, drawn from the historical 
research presented above, is that science has been 
constructed as a male arena, involving men-
only. However, as Schiebinger (1989) shows, 
the exclusion of women has been also influence 
by social class (and ethnicity) to the extent that 
some women were able to study and work in 
science, though often heavily dependent on the 
goodwill of husband, father or brother. 

Third, women working in science are revealed 
by the analysis as constructed as special, or 
extraordinary. For instance, Schiebinger (1989) 
discusses the ‘special’, important and different 
contributions that women have made to sci-
ence, including science’s priorities and methods 
from which they were excluded. It is debatable, 
however, whether emphasizing women as spe-
cial is a useful strategy for opening up the sci-
ence arena more generally for women, since this 
might instead strengthen existing biases against 
women. Nevertheless, ideas about women and 
men as different and complementary continue 
to be a strong theme in gender research and, as 
shown in next section, are echoed in research 
focusing on differences.
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Measuring differences in science 
education

International comparisons of student perform-
ance in science subjects have been highly influ-
ential on the development of gender studies of 
science education: for example, the international 
comparative studies of different school subjects 
carried out by the International Association for 
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, 
(IEA from the end of the 1950s focusing prima-
rily on curriculum issues and student perform-
ance. The first IEA study of science subjects (First 
Science Study, or FISS, 1970) which reported sex 
differences in achievement to the advantage of 
boys, especially in physics, was taken as a start-
ing point for Kelly’s research (1978) on sex dif-
ferences in school science. While previous stud-
ies had examined the structural, psychological 
and social obstacles to girls’ and women’s take up 
of science, Kelly was the first to focus on social 
roles and socialization in science education. A 
shift in understanding of sex differences in sci-
ence occurred at this time, away from focus on 
‘natural’ biological differences as immutable 
towards socialisation theories which recognise 
the possibility of change (Yates, 1990).

During later decades, sex differences research 
was reviewed in a number of studies; indicating 
a high level of complexity, as well as the identi-

fication of general patterns. The latter include 
boys’ general domination of classroom interac-
tion, teachers’ asking girls fewer, and less inter-
esting and challenging questions, boys tend-
ing to overestimate, and girls to underestimate 
their abilities, boys developing more confidence 
while girls’ confidence diminishes throughout 
the school years, and girls’ general better per-
formance in language subjects compared to boys 
who tend to be more successful in science (Kelly, 
1988; Thorne, 1997; Wernersson, 1977, 1988, 
1991; Wernersson & Ve, 1997; Öhrn, 2002). In 
the Swedish context teachers also tend to award 
girls higher final grades even where girls and boys 
perform at the same level (Reuterberg & Svens-
son, 2000; Wernersson, 1977, 1988). 

Studies of Swedish upper secondary schools, 
(16 – 18 years) show similar patterns to that 
for younger students. They suggest that young 
men prefer more authoritarian teaching, while 
young women favour group work and discus-
sion. Meanwhile, differences in achievement 
between secondary boys and girls remain small, 
though there is evidence of a stable gender 
advantage for boys in science subjects, and that 
girls’ attitudes towards science are more negative 
than their male peers. Additionally, boys tend 
to prefer physics to biology, and girls, biology 
to physics (Wernersson, 1991).
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A meta-evaluation of the IEA studies between 
1964 and 1992 was carried out by Brusselmans-
Dehairs & Henry (1997) and may be sum-
marized as follows; although sex differences 
in achievement exist, the differences across 
studies are much greater than sex differences 
within the studies. Sex differences in ability 
and achievement are seen therefore as mainly 
due to societal and cultural influences, rather 
than biology. 

Students’ interests and attitudes have also been 
an object for international comparative studies 
e.g. 2nd International Science Study in 1983 
[SISS] and 3rd International Mathematics and 
Science Study in 1995 [TIMMS]). They echo 
the findings of the earlier studies, for exam-
ple, that Swedish secondary school girls and 
boys who choose to take science have different 
attitudes towards biology, chemistry and phys-
ics. As in the case of Sweden, girls generally 
prefer biology and chemistry to physics, and 
boys prefer physics to chemistry and biology. 
Additionally, students’ perceptions of success 
in school science draw on stereotypes of girls 
working harder, and boys being more ‘naturally’ 
talented. These findings reflect the continuing 
influence of earlier beliefs of male superiority 
in science on today’s young people.

Patterns of achievement show similarities and 
differences between countries. For example, 
examination results in mathematics and physics 
show significant differences between Swedish 
boys and girls in two out of four categories of 
mathematics, and in four out of five categories 
in physics, all to the advantage of boys (Skolver-
ket 1996:114, 1998:145). Similar patterns can 
be seen in other countries such as England and 
Wales (Preece, Skinner, & Riall, 1999), North-
ern America (Jones, Howe, & Rua, 2000), and 
Australia (Dawson, 2000). However, in yet 
other studies girls are shown to have a more 
positive attitude towards science than boys with 
fewer sex differences overall (e.g. Greenfield, 
1998; in Hawaii). 

There has been a proliferation of research stud-
ies of sex differences in recent years, which aim 
to identify differences between boys and girls, 
often from different cultures and social back-
grounds (Nyström, forthcoming). Typical 
examples of these are as follows:

•	 boys’ and girls’ attitude-achievement rela-
tionship towards science (Mattern & Schau, 
2002)

•	 boys’ and girls’ approach towards science as a 
hands-on activity (Heard, Divall & Johnson, 
2000)
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•	 gender differences in subject choice (van 
Langen, Rekers Mombarg & Dekkers, 
2006) 

•	 achievement tests for boys and girls (Zohar 
& Sela, 2003) or different cultural groups 
(Lawrenz, Huffman & Welch, 2001)

•	 studies of outcome differences by ethnic 
status (Epstein Jayaratne, Thomas & Traut-
mann, 2003)

•	 instruments to measure difference between 
groups, in e.g., gender attitudes towards 
chemistry (Salta & Tzougraki, 2004).

Thus research into sex differences as above sug-
gests that there are different starting positions 
of different social groups, inequalities exist 
between them, and that sex differences and pat-
terns are not fixed, nor static, but are fluid and 
therefore alterable. Moreover, sex differences in 
achievement across have been found to be much 
greater than sex differences within comparative 
research studies, and this is also precisely what 
tests and grades measure. Further, the huge 
numbers of studies about sex differences which 
repeatedly replicate and produce much the same 
findings and forms of knowledge seem waste-
ful of resources and not particularly helpful to 
classroom practitioners. This form of research 
also implies that concepts of gender and ethnic-
ity are unproblematic such that differences are 

cemented rather than changed or eliminated. 
In other words such concepts are produced as 
stable categories, thus running the risk of repro-
ducing long-standing stereotypes rather than 
generating change. 

The influence of language

How values, cultural norms, and language are 
applied to science has also been of considerable 
interest to researchers; for example, the extent 
to which language contributes to, and shapes 
the development of science, or what it means 
to use or share a scientific language, or to be a 
member of a particular language community. 
As Keller writes: 

It is a by now a near truism that all data 
presuppose interpretation. And if an inter-
pretation is to be meaningful – if the data 
are to be “ intelligible” to more than one per-
son – it must be embedded in a community of 
common practices, shared conceptions of the 
meaning of terms and their relation to and 
interaction with the “objects” to which these 
terms points. In science as elsewhere, inter-
pretation requires the sharing of a common 
language (Keller, 2001:136).

Thus research on language has highlighted 
how it produces gender symbolism, metaphors 
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and ideas about masculinity and femininity in 
relation to science. Language and gender sym-
bolism are seen to underpin the ongoing social 
construction and reconstruction of gender, and 
as central to understanding of the relationship 
between science and gender (Harding, 1986; 
Schiebinger, 1989). Concepts, metaphors, and 
images in science, and how they guide thoughts 
and actions are addressed respectively by Mer-
chant (1980/1994), and Keller (1985, 1992). 
In exploring the origin of science, Merchant 
(1980/1994) shows how the image of the planet 
earth shifted during the sixteenth- and seven-
teenth centuries, from organism or the life-giv-
ing mother, towards the machine which could be 
handled by men (sic). The metaphor of machine 
helped to reduce obstacles to the exploitation 
and control of the planet. Likewise Keller (1985, 
1992) argues that cultural and linguistic frames 
shape what we claim to know about the natu-
ral world. She uses the concept of ‘atomic indi-
vidualism’ taken from evolutionary theory to 
show how language can introduce metaphors of 
atomization and individualization into biology. 
In such ways, language impersonalizes nature as 
free of social and cultural interpretations.

The analysis of language in science textbooks, 
films and other school science materials has 
also been a popular target of investigation 

(Sjøberg, 2000). In the Swedish context von 
Wright (1999) shows how gender is symboli-
cally produced in physics text books, and how 
power inequalities are reproduced through, 
for example, marginalizing women scientists 
or constructing Western science as more ‘true’ 
than other forms of knowledge. Von Wright 
(1999) includes examples of how greater inclu-
sivity in textbooks might help develop greater 
equity more generally in science education. In 
parallel, Snyder and Broadway (2004) are criti-
cal of biology textbooks which do not address 
sexualities outside the heterosexual norm; and 
suggest that the development of new ways of 
knowing and understanding difference in sci-
ence classrooms will provide possibilities for 
practice which encourage broader perspectives 
on both sexuality and gender.

Finally in this section, studies of popular sci-
ence media such as wild-life programs suggest 
that nature (Ganetz, 2004), and ’new genet-
ics’ (Åsberg, 2005) do not exist in a cultural 
vacuum; rather they are situated and interpreted 
in historical, cultural and social contexts. Both 
Ganetz, (2004) and Åsberg (2005) highlight 
the reproduction of gender patterns, and ethnic 
and sexual stereotypes in these media, particu-
larly important because they are often used in 
school science lessons. 
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Creating knowledge in science 
communities

New insights have also been sought concerning 
what it means to be a scientist in different cul-
tural contexts (Traweek, 1988) and disciplines 
(Thomas, 1990). This body of mainly femi-
nist research has enhanced understanding of 
how science societies create knowledge and the 
extent to which scientists and their students are 
encouraged to understand the world in a par-
ticular ‘right’ way. Thus the successful scientist 
is characterized differently in different cultural 
contexts, rarely coinciding with the same culture’s 
way of being female (Traweek, 1988). Likewise, 
university subjects are assigned specific attributes. 
For example, physics is seen as certain, hard, and 
competitive, while languages are seen as uncer-
tain, vague, and soft. At the same time, women 
are shown to be marginalized in academic envi-
ronments, independent of group size and dis-
cipline. For example, the relatively few women 
studying physics at English universities are not 
perceived as having anything new or interesting 
to offer, while the relatively few men studying 
English literature are welcomed and perceived 
much more positively (Thomas, 1990).

Inclusive teaching 

Having identified the ‘problem’ of sex differ-
ences in science education, in the 1970s and 

1980s, focus switched to finding explanations 
and solutions. For example, it was suggested 
that the differential take up of science was due 
to asymmetric power relations and the repro-
duction of the gendered labor market in schools 
(Kelly, 1981; Spender, 1982). For others, the 
main problem was the male-defined nature of 
science itself (see e.g. Haraway, 1988; Harding, 
1986; Hubbard, 1990; Keller, 1992). Thus, 
exploring the historical development of science 
and its outcomes in research terms, was seen as a 
means of generating new perspectives on and for 
school science; particularly in making science 
more girl-friendly and gender-inclusive (Hard-
ing, 1986; Hildebrand, 1989; Lie & Sjøberg, 
1984; Smail, 1984). In contrast, Gilbert and 
Calvert (2003) found in their study that women 
scientists neither acknowledge the influence of 
strong female role models nor of ‘girl-friendly’ 
curricula as important in their decisions to spe-
cialise in science.

A recent shift in strategy focuses on motivat-
ing girls and young women by changing science 
itself and how it is taught. This shift includes 
developing more inclusive and equal forms 
of teaching (Buck, Mast, Ehlers & Franklin, 
2005), for instance, in the case of Fusco and 
Calabrese (2001) who propose a critical, inclu-
sive science education which draws together the 
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ideas of critical feminist and multicultural sci-
ence educators about the nature and purpose of 
performance assessment in science education. 
Other studies focus on revisions to laboratory 
instructions and course materials (Bianchini, 
Whitney, Breton & Hilton-Brown, 2002), and 
development of language-based activities specifi-
cally designed for students of different abilities 
(Rivard, 2004). Others are more pessimistic 
about achieving greater inclusivity, because it 
is scientists who currently set the agenda in the 
sense that the norms of science teaching derive 
from the norms of science – and gender /equity 
is rarely a concern of science (Lederman, 2003). 
The benefits of single-sex schooling as opposed 
to co-education, has also attracted attention. It 
is argued, for example, that teachers are better 
able to avoid sexual and other forms of har-
assment in the single-sex classroom (Parker & 
Rennie, 2002).

Fluid perspectives

Science educators themselves have also drawn 
on the ideas of critical feminist- and post-struc-
tural perspectives of the 1980s onwards, which 
emphasise the changeability and fluidity of sci-
ence and science education; for example, Brick-
house (2001) views scientific knowledge as cul-
turally situated and reflective of ideologies and 
social borders. Hildebrand (1998) challenges the 

rules of scientific writing by the use of poetry, 
while Richmond, Howes, Kurth and Hazel-
wood (1998) focus on replacing conventional 
scientific content with gender-, culturally-sen-
sitive and other alternative interpretations. For 
a more critical understanding of science edu-
cation as a discourse and practice, three-levels 
of reading and interpretation of science curric-
ula are proposed by Gilbert (2001) for school 
students. The first reading develops a surface 
understanding of the text, the second provides 
the reader with a framework of general theo-
ries, assumptions and concepts, while the third 
involves deconstruction of “…the assumptions 
and metaphors which lie beneath the text, and 
then explore ways in which the text could be 
read otherwise.” (Gilbert, 2001:301).

Analysis of student ‘talk’ shows the importance 
of gender and ethnicity in the production or 
rejection of scientific identities, and that wider 
inclusivity requires a reconfiguration of school 
science curriculum (Hughes, 2001). Others 
point to the need to think differently about 
women and men, femininity and masculin-
ity, and science itself, since it is dangerous to 
assume that actual men and ‘masculinity’ or 
actual women and ‘femininity’ are identical 
(Gilbert & Calvert, 2003). Also emphasized is 
the importance of including a variety of soci-
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ocultural identities such as ‘race’, ethnicity, 
and social class in science curricula in order to 
increase understanding of and participation in 
science (Brickhouse, Lowery & Schultz, 2000; 
Brickhouse & Potter, 2001). It is argued that 
in the science classroom, modern Western sci-
ence need to be acknowledged as but one of 
many potential sciences, such as ‘indigenous 
science’, which interprets how the world works 
from a particular cultural perspective (Snively 
& Corsigilia, 2001). The inclusion of what 
might be termed multicultural science which 
incorporates both modern and indigenous sci-
ence in mainstream science education is one pre-
ferred strategy (Stanley & Brickhouse, 1994), 
while others are more interested in indigenous 
knowledge being regarded as a different kind of 
knowledge which should be valued on its own 
merits. All these studies offer in various ways, 
a robust critique of the practices of modern sci-
ence and ‘the Standard Account’ (Cobern & 
Loving, 2001).

Conclusions

The main aim of this article has been to bring 
together, and provide an overview of literature 
at the intersection between science, science 
education, gender- and feminist studies. It is 
hoped also to contribute to the ongoing discus-
sion about equality issues in society and, spe-

cifically, in relation to teacher education and 
science education. The article aspires to pro-
vide new insights into ‘doing’ science, gender, 
and other cultural notions. It is suggested that 
research which contains feminist- and gender 
perspectives provides different yet productive 
insights into the fields both of science and sci-
ence education. However, what is also evident 
is the need for critical studies which investigate 
how science is shaped by specific social, cul-
tural and historical contexts, and what mean-
ing this has for general scientific enquiry. Such 
studies, it is hoped, will forge links with teach-
ers and influence their practice by challenging 
so-called objective school science as portrayed 
in text books, films, and other school material, 
and the maintenance of the idea of science as 
neutral and untainted by gender or other social 
influences and constructions.

A genealogical approach has been used in order 
to trace and visualize the ease with which values, 
beliefs and interpretations are taken for granted 
and made ‘true’ in a range of different science 
practices. There is a risk of the reproduction 
of patterns of inequality where gender or eth-
nicity are used uncritically (i.e. without analy-
sis of power relations) in research on, e.g. stu-
dent achievements or different approaches to 
science. The large number of studies focusing 
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on sex/gender differences and on developing 
‘girl-friendly’ science may thus be interpreted 
as an echo of historical practices where women 
were produced and historically designated as 
different from, and complementary and infe-
rior to, men.

It is also important to address the different start-
ing positions of different groups of learners, in 
particular where the educational needs of differ-
ent social groups are not met, or where opportu-
nities to succeed academically are limited. How-
ever, care needs to be taken to avoid focusing 
only on the under-representation and/or segre-
gation of one group as opposed to another e.g. 
women as opposed to men, or only on the need 
for greater representation of women in science 
and technology education and employment, 
since such discourses merely reduce the field 
to sex difference, binaries or polarities where 
experiences of women and men are universal-
ized and essentialised (Henwood and Miller, 
2001). To avoid this, it has been necessary to 
problematize the stability of gender categories, 
and at the same time focus more on the proc-
esses through which differences are produced. 
This wider and more critical perspective will, 
it is hoped, open up the possibilities of more 
complex analyses where fixed, gender catego-
ries can be challenged, and new interpretations 

developed such as how ethnicity, ‘race’ and other 
social signifiers transform the borders of gender 
understandings and practices. This in turn will 
create new developments in science education 
curriculum and teaching, which it is further 
hoped, will attract a more diverse student popu-
lation to science both as an object of study and 
a career pathway.
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Picture this... It is 8.30 am in a lecture theatre in 
a New Zealand Girl’s Secondary School on a freez-
ing cold mid August morning in 1997 in a large 
New Zealand town. Today is Teacher Only Day, 
one of only two or three days during the year that 
teachers have to focus on their curriculum areas. 
Overnight it has been snowing and it has been dif-
ficult for several staff to get here because of snow 
on the hill roads where they live. That means that 
several people are arriving late and our starting 
time will be delayed. 

At very short notice, the group of teachers that was 
working with me as a researcher to affirm sexual 
diversity within the school found out that the 
research project could have an hour to work with 
staff on sexual diversity issues from 8.30 am to 9.30 
am. We had been requesting time to work with 
staff on the research project for some time with no 
success and were feeling pretty frustrated. Finally 
though, here was an opportunity. Sylvie, the school 
counsellor, and a key supporter of the project in the 

school had prepared for the session hurriedly. We 
both felt nervous as the staff drifted in to the lec-
ture theatre. The thought of working with sixty or 
so staff was a daunting prospect. I couldn’t believe 
it was in a lecture theatre, it was so unconducive 
to the interactive deconstructive approach to the 
workshop that we had planned. An hour seemed to 
be such an inadequate amount of time to begin to 
explore such a complex and loaded topic as sexual 
diversity. However, at the same time, I felt wired, 
it had been so difficult to get an opportunity to 
work with the staff, and if this was all there was 
then I was determined to get as much achieved as 
possible. In retrospect that was a mistake. Before 
the workshop a colleague had told Sylvie that the 
staff were grumbling about the ’ homophobia’ one 
already and what a waste of time it would be. So, 
all the ingredients were present that morning for 
things to go wrong, and, with a few exceptions, 
that’s mostly how it was to pan out. 

(Fieldnotes, August, 1997)
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Introduction

This paper explores the challenges and con-
straints involved in working toward affirm-
ing sexual diversity in secondary school con-
texts through unpacking the dynamics that 
emerged in a professional development session 
with teachers which was part of a wider partic-
ipatory action research project within a decile 
6 urban state single sex girls school, in a New 
Zealand Girl’s Secondary School.1

I want to begin by outlining some of the tensions 
that arose in the research project which led up 
to the moment that I have described. 

Over time, and for a range of intertwined theo-
retical and methodological reasons, the partici-
patory action research project to affirm sexual 
diversity in a New Zealand Girl’s Secondary 
School became increasingly challenging, and 
I began to recognise the importance of under-
standing the wide range of complexities and 
tensions that emerge for schools and researchers 
engaging in work to affirm sexual diversity. 

In the process of gaining theoretical ‘width’ I 
have become increasingly interested in the pos-
sibilities inherent in laying bare and problema-
tising the discursive normalisation of heterosex-
uality, rather than in framing lesbian and gay 

students as a disadvantaged group of ’at risk’ 
individuals who require reparation within an 
equity framework due to their perceived deficit 
or personal problem (Fine, 1991; Fraser, 1997). 
In the first phase the study, it emerged that the 
process of labeling queer students within a deficit 
framework at Takahe High School ran the risk 
of reinforcing the normality of heterosexuality 
within schooling contexts by taking attention 
away from the fact that the ’problem’ was not 
the individual student but the heteronormative 
culture of the school Quinlivan (2002b). 

While on one hand the approach allowed the 
school to provide support to individual students 
from counselling staff, it also enabled the school 
to ’contain’ and safely manage the issues faced by 
lesbian, gay and bisexual youth through being 
seen to meet the needs of individuals. These 
actions ensured that the school’s position in the 
marketplace was not jeopardised.

Over the course of the research project I became 
more interested in exploring ways of working 
in schools which could provide a framework 
within which the discursive meanings that 
circulate about sexuality and gender could be 
explored and destabilised. Fraser (1997) would 
describe this development as a transformative 
rather than an affirmative approach for achiev-
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ing social justice. Looking back, I can see that 
the tension between these two ways of viewing 
sexuality and affecting change underscored the 
study. Whereas the affirmative action model 
could facilitate (some) structural factors to 
shift, it held the problem of leaving the deeper 
meanings which circulate about sexualities and 
genders intact. The transformative model was 
strategic but did not address creating struc-
tural change. 

At the same time, my increasing interest in 
feminist post structuralist and queer theoretical 
frameworks was influencing the ways in which 
I understood and analysed the initial student 
data I had gathered in a New Zealand Girl’s Sec-
ondary School. Rather than just framing lesbian 
and gay students as fixed as an oppressed abnor-
mal ’other’ within a binary framework (Sedg-
wick, 1990), I became increasingly interested 
in understanding, explicating and interrupting 
the process through which meanings of sexual-
ity and gender were intertwined, and in explor-
ing how the two constructs were in a constant 
state of production and contestation (Butler, 
1990; 1993; Davies, 1995, 1996; Renew, 1996, 
Quinlivan, 2000b; Town, 1999). In sessions I 
had with students at in a New Zealand Girl’s 
Secondary School it appeared that the concep-
tual frameworks for understanding sexualities 

and pedagogies which I began to draw on had 
the potential to destabilise the normality of 
heterosexuality (Quinlivan, 2000c). Increas-
ingly I became interested in Foucault’s (1988) 
notion of sexuality as ’becoming’, rather than 
as arrival. 

Pinning down queer theory and activism is no 
easy task. Its multiple meanings as well as the 
ways in which it intersects with post-structural 
conceptual frameworks mean that queer theories 
and practices work against, rather than with, 
definition. Sedgwick (1994a) notes that one 
of the Latin derivations of queer is ’torquere’- 
to twist. The notion of twisting and perhaps 
stretching sexual categories hints at some of the 
widening analytical and pedagogical potential 
of queer concepts, and also, as I show shortly, 
how squirmingly uncomfortable the process of 
interrogating heteronormalising discourses in 
functionalist schooling contexts can be. 

The emphasis on paying attention to differ-
ence in constructing identities and an interest 
in framing identity as open to conflicting and 
multiple meanings situates queer theory within 
wider post-structural theoretical contexts which 
understand identity as provisional and contin-
gent. Jagose (1996) suggests that the emphasis 
on the rational and autonomous self, emerges 
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from within Enlightenment paradigms that 
privilege those constructions. Destabilisation of 
identity categories does not mean however that 
identity categories disappear altogether, rather 
that they are rendered permanently open and 
contestable (Seidman 1996).

One way of addressing the complexities of iden-
tity is to have an understanding of the meanings 
through which identities are constituted. 

Foucault’s (1980) notion of normalisation as a 
form of social control has been utilised by queer 
theorists. The operation of heteronormative 
discourses for example, explores the discursive 
construction of the normality of heterosexuality 
and the corresponding abnormality of same sex 
desire, and also how these discourses have been 
enacted and resisted as forms of social control 
within in social, political and economic spheres. 
Warner’s (1993) concept of heteronormativity 
frames the normalising discourses of heterosex-
uality, rather than the ’abnormality’ of same sex 
desire as the issue which needs to be addressed. 
This process provides a different focus for fram-
ing same sex desire from the previous human-
ist psychological discourses of homophobia and 
heterosexism. As Britzman (1998) suggests, the 
concept of heteronormativity provides a politi-
cal critique of the production of normalcy and 

its sexualisation as heterosexuality. The field of 
analysis for queer theorists is the production of 
cultural meanings, in particular linguistic and 
discursive structures. Same sex desire is framed 
as a construction arising in the cultural politics 
of knowledge, rather than personal identity 
in a quest for equal rights. The heterosexual/
homosexual binary is understood as a category 
of knowledge, as a way of defining and catego-
rising people desires, behaviour and social rela-
tions (Seidman, 1995). Understanding how the 
heterosexual/homosexual binary operates as a 
discursive construction to normalise hetero-
sexuality and abnormalise same sex desire helps 
in understanding how individuals and institu-
tions are constituted. As a tool of analysis, Sei-
dman suggests that this deconstructive process 
shifts issues of homosexuality from the margin 
to the centre.

Deconstructive methods also include under-
standing the ways in which a range of iden-
tity vectors intersect with sexual identity in 
order to create finer grained and more specific 
understandings of what sexual identities mean 
in relation to identity categories such as ethnic-
ity, gender, and class. Butler’s work (1990, 1993) 
explores the role that compulsory heterosexu-
ality plays in fixing gender norms. She draws 
on and expands Foucauldian frameworks that 
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understand sexuality as a historical and social 
construction, rather than a biological inevita-
bility. In Gender Trouble (1990), Butler under-
stands gender as a series of reiterations, or per-
formative acts which produce the illusion of 
an inner gendered self, rather than an essen-
tial core that forms itself into an internalised 
self-concept through social conditioning and 
observation. The reiterative acts are modelled 
on the dominant images and discourses of what 
it means to be a man or a woman. They call us 
into being and our reproductions operate at a 
symbolic and concrete level through the body. 
It is in this situation of constraint and threat 
that gender norms are inscribed. 

An important part of the discursive process 
through which meanings of gender are reiter-
ated concerns the role which hegemonic con-
structions of heterosexuality play in stabilising 
gendered norms. Butler sees that compulsory 
heterosexuality is essential for the production 
of a coherent gender and emphasises the pivotal 
nature of the intersections between the discur-
sive production of gender and sexuality. She sug-
gests that the reproduction of heteronormativity 
is gender’s ultimate purpose, and through its dis-
courses, gender is made intelligible. In this way 
compulsory heterosexuality and the production 
of gendered identities are intimately, symboli-

cally, materially and ideologically linked. Butler 
(1990) called the interlocking process through 
which bodies, genders and desires are natural-
ised the heterosexual matrix. 

Analytical tools such as Butler’s (1993) notion 
of performativity and the role that the hetero-
sexual matrix plays in the process, proved help-
ful in rendering the complexities of the discur-
sive construction of sexualities, and explor-
ing how intersections of gender and sexuality 
operated to reinforce normative constructions 
of gender and legitimate heterosexuality for 
students in a New Zealand Girl’s Secondary 
School. Because the performative process of 
enacting gender and sexuality is always under 
construction, opportunities constantly arise for 
the making of ’gender trouble’, or destabilising 
gender constructions. Making explicit the proc-
esses through which understandings of gender 
and sexuality are constructed discursively also 
has the potential, in classrooms particularly, to 
create a venue within which the constructions 
can be contested and destabilised (Quinlivan, 
2002c). Understanding the process can reveal 
the transparency of the tropes and simultane-
ously provide a venue to create new understand-
ings of sexual and gendered difference (Davies, 
1995, 1996; Morgan, 1997). 
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While these theoretical and conceptual devel-
opments proceeded, and I began to think about 
how these approaches could inform working 
within Kereru Girls’ College, it was becoming 
clear that the idea of developing a school-wide 
model of change was increasingly unfeasible due 
to a wide range of structural, ideological, epis-
temological and micro and macro contextual 
constraints which emerged as part of the action 
research process within the school. Understand-
ing and documenting the constraints which 
emerged, and exploring the discursive construc-
tion of sexualities appeared more possible than 
the almost overwhelming challenges inherent in 
developing a school wide model of change. 

Butler’s (1993) theory of performativity has 
also been useful as a way of working through 
a major dilemma/ conflict/shift in a New Zea-
land Girl’s Secondary School in terms of think-
ing about how change happens. Butler’s (1993) 
theory of performativity emphasised the extent 
to which reiterations of understandings about 
sexuality and gender can be seen to be fragile, 
fragmented and at risk, and in need of constant 
maintenance and repetition to ensure their sur-
vival. According to Butler (1993), the theory 
of performativity is simultaneously able: “... to 
invoke the category, and hence, provisionally to 
open the category as a site of permanent politi-

cal contest” (p. 222). Rather than see change 
happening within a linear, positivist frame-
work, change can be strategic. So every time a 
construction of gender or sexuality was articu-
lated through the research process, simultane-
ously, the opportunity to explore and subvert 
that understanding arose. 

The concept of discourse analysis is a post-struc-
tural tool that also proved helpful in explor-
ing the assumptions which underpinned the 
binary constructions which framed same sex 
desire as abnormal in relation to the assumed 
normality of heterosexuality. Opportunities for 
analysing discourses provide an opportunity to 
hold those understandings up to the light, to 
examine them and to enter into some dialogue 
about the constructions which underpinned 
them (Butler, 1993). 

Through an analysis of discursive practices it is 
possible to identify the discourses which pro-
duce understandings of sexuality and gender 
(amongst other constructions) and to posi-
tion yourself differently in relation to them. 
Lewis (1993) suggests that understanding can 
be drawn on to undertake political interven-
tion directed towards social change. Exploring 
what discourse analysis offers as a pedagogical 
tool is one of the strategies that I suggest holds 
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some potential in interrogating and widening 
constructions of sexuality and gender. However 
in order to deconstruct discourses and to place 
them under erasure, you first have to examine 
the discourses and the contexts within which 
they operate and how they shift and change. 

Davies (1995, 1996) suggests that deconstruc-
tion and discourse analysis may be a help-
ful teaching and a learning tool that could be 
applied in classrooms by both teachers and stu-
dents. She suggests that along with discourse 
analysis, deconstruction can make discursive 
processes and their lived effects on people appar-
ent. This process can allow students’ agency to 
position themselves in relation to those under-
standings and destabilise them. 

I found these notions exciting and thought pro-
voking, and was dying for the opportunity to 
try them out. What I failed to take into account 
was the effect that drawing on these theoreti-
cal and pedagogical tools would have working 
with teachers within the rational/functionalist 
cultures of schools. 

The jump from using queer theoretical frame-
works as analytical tools, to trying them out as 
learning and teaching tools in order to widen 
representations of sexuality within secondary 

school contexts is paradoxically both a small 
footstep and a wide leap. Working towards 
proliferating identities, rather than closing 
them down as Britzman (1995b) suggests, 
creates both possibilities and also tensions. At 
first glance taking queer analysis into work-
ing with students and teachers appears dis-
armingly simple, in that the learning environ-
ments become a site of analysis for exploring 
the discursive construction of compulsory het-
erosexuality and the complexities of multiple 
sexual identities. However, I discovered that 
undertaking such work within the context of 
secondary schools poses big epistemological, 
ideological and structural constraints … that 
is the next part of the story.

”Hit it Louise!”2: The Teacher Only 
Day Professional Development 
Workshop in a New Zealand Girl’s 
Secondary School 

Like Thelma and Louise driving over the cliff, 
working with queer and post-structural pedago-
gies involves both teachers and schools moving 
into unknown territory. Enacting queer peda-
gogies in secondary schools is a big jump and 
a dangerous and risky one because it involves 
destabilising and up-ending the politics of 
knowledge. 
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Calling into question the normality of hetero-
sexuality involves taking risks for both teachers 
and schools because it interferes in the proc-
ess of knowledge production and unsettles 
the legitimacy of compulsory heterosexual-
ity. While queer theoretical frameworks such 
as discourse analysis and deconstruction hold 
some interesting opportunities to widen rep-
resentations of sexuality, interrogating con-
structions of sexuality and gender within the 
functionalist culture of Kereru Girls’ College 
was an uncomfortable and at times a painful 
process for both the school and for me as a 
researcher. In hindsight however, I can see that 
I learnt a great deal more about the complexi-
ties of school cultures, school reform, and the 
contested ideological battleground of school-
ing from failure, than I would have from suc-
cess. Over time I was able to put aside my deep 
investment in being a successful teacher and 
researcher. Failure provided me with deeper and 
richer understandings of the contested nature 
of schooling. Increasingly learning from failure 
as Britzman (1998) suggests, can be something 
valuable to explore:

... pedagogy might provoke the strange study 
of where feelings break down, take a detour, 
reverse their content, betray understanding, and 
hence study where affective meanings become 

anxious, ambivalent and aggressive (Britzman 
(1998, p. 84).

In addition to the epistemological and ideo-
logical constraints that I have described, there 
were also pervasive structural constraints that 
emerged in terms of finding time to work with 
the staff. My field notes show how frustrating 
I was finding this:

Elizabeth, a Senior Manager, and I talked 
about what the formats for staff meetings 
would be from now until the end of the year. 
They included sessions on Managing Stu-
dent Behaviour and on setting up profession-
al accountability systems within the school. 
There were two hours given to departments 
on Teacher only day ... They have all been 
mapped out and none of them is for the re-
search project which really **** me off, I feel 
like tearing my hair out. She did say that in 
the last session, towards 1998 they could spare 
about 20 minutes. I said that for change to 
occur there has to be a time component in-
volved but what do you do when there is no 
time!!!! ! ! ... This is so frustrating (Field notes, 
June 1997).

I was keen to find a way to work with staff which 
drew on some of the post-structural and queer 
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pedagogical approaches that had provided some 
opportunities for exploring the discursive con-
struction of sexuality and gender with the stu-
dents in a member check (Quinlivan, 2003). 
To that end, we incorporated a deconstruction 
exercise which encouraged teachers to consider 
creating venues within their classrooms and 
working spheres to enable the discursive con-
struction of sexuality to be explored. The plan-
ning for the workshop drew upon Sear’s (1992b) 
suggestions, which advocate integrating the 
participants’ attitudes and feelings with what 
they do and say, and carefully attending to the 
participants’ roles. We did this by encouraging 
the teachers to make connections between how 
they understood their roles and the aims of the 
research project. Then we developed scenarios 
for discussion which were based on actual inci-
dents which had happened in the school, that 
had been gathered as research data. Teachers 
were asked to discuss the scenarios through iden-
tifying their thoughts feelings and responses to 
particular situations (see Appendix). 

As part of the wider participatory action research 
project within the school, I met regularly with 
a group of teachers, who became known as the 
planning group. They volunteered to work with 
me to provide feedback and oversee the project 
within the school. Despite the time pressure, 

Sylvie, the school counsellor and member of 
the planning group, and I took the opportunity 
to run our approaches past the planning group 
beforehand. They were less sure about how 
those approaches would work. An extract from 
the research journal of Linda, a Health teacher 
and planning group member, shows that while 
she acknowledges the ideas behind the planned 
workshops were well intended, and that many 
staff will gain something from the session, she 
anticipates, and has already heard, resistance 
from staff. Linda’s feedback identifies ideolog-
ical constraints such as her colleagues’ beliefs 
that addressing issues of sexual diversity is not 
their role, and that they consider knowledge of 
technology and issues such as ethnicity are more 
pressing than the claims of a minority of lesbian 
and bisexual students. She also pointed to the 
structural constraints of lack of time in the ses-
sion to address complex issues, and her worries 
about colleagues feeling overloaded:

Preparation For Teacher Only Day (TOD): 
Why The Deconstructing Exercise Won’t 
Work
– Teachers do not perceive this as important. 
They do not want to know about this
– TOD is an extra day in the year so a lot of 
teachers will be anti this to start with
– ... In one hour it’s going to be a real rush
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– (I’ve already heard) teacher resistance: 
“What are we doing this for?”, “Bloody waste 
of time”.
– Really good but it’s such a minimum 
number of students
– What about technology, race etc
But I’m sure 50% will get a lot out of this 
(Linda’s Journal 21/8/97).

Briony, another planning group member, also 
pointed out that the Teacher only day is start-
ing earlier than usual with the sexual diversity 
workshop. She had heard some disquiet amongst 
the staff about the development of anti-bully-
ing initiatives. In addition, because of the short 
notice, the new bullying policy and procedures 
that a group of students and Sylvie and I had been 
developing had not been read by many staff:

This is an extra workday for us, not a contact 
necessary workday. Half the staff is willing to 
come in a day earlier at the beginning of the 
year and work one day longer at the end in 
order to have a student-free day at school. The 
bullying session and the programme beginning 
at 8.30 am, is in itself controversial. The bul-
lying policy went into pigeonholes too late to 
process before presentation, most would have 
missed receiving it before the session (Briony’s 
Journal, planning group member, 1997).

We talked through these issues at the planning 
group meeting and while the workshop plan was 
not changed that much, we agreed that the con-
straints that teachers were being placed under 
to participate in the project needed to be made 
explicit and acknowledged, especially the con-
nection between the project and the teachers’ 
role. Planning group members chose not to be 
involved in the session and agreed to spread 
themselves around the groups and participate 
as staff members. It was decided that I would 
facilitate the first session on sexual diversity. 
Sylvie would facilitate the second session on 
the development of procedures and policies to 
deal with bullying. 

The snow and the late start of the workshop com-
bined with working within a tight frame, meant 
that Sylvie and I were pretty tense. Ironically I 
realised later that I had succumbed to the most 
pervasive structural constraint that is a daily 
reality for teachers: not having enough time! 
Talking to Elizabeth, a senior manager, in a later 
interview, I recognised that trying to achieve so 
much in an hour wasn’t a good idea:

There were a whole lot of factors that came 
together in that last staff session ... my panic, 
I thought, right here’s an opening, I’m just 
going to go for it, I mean how many things 



51

Twist and Shout! Working with Teachers Towards  
Affirming Sexual Diversity in a New Zealand Girl’s Secondary School

can you squeeze in a short period of time? 
that was obviously not a good idea... (Kath-
leen talking to Elizabeth, Senior Manager, 
Interview, 1998).

The nervousness and tension both Sylvie and I 
were feeling came across to staff as if we were 
directorial. Given that this was a teacher only 
day when teachers expected to have more of a 
relaxed day, and the inclusion of the session was 
a last minute addition, this was understandably 
not received well by the staff. Briony, a planning 
group member noted in her journal:

RESPONSES TO TOD MEETING
Observations of other staff- Opening words- 
“We’re starting 5 minutes late”, went down 
like lead
– some mutterings about how does the same 
sex relationship- lesbian and gay issue fit-
ted in with the expected written schedule 
for TOD?...
– Comments heard included; “As teachers this 
is not for us to deal with. We teach without 
bias and refer these issues to people trained 
to deal with it”. 
”We know this already, we’ve done this... why 
are we spending time on this again?”(Briony, 
planning group member Journal, 1997).

However, Briony’s observations reveal more than 
these contextual constraints. The overheard 
comments of the staff show deep ideological 
disjunctures that suggest that many teachers in 
a New Zealand Girl’s Secondary School did not 
see addressing issues of sexual diversity as part 
of their role as classroom teachers. As Epstein 
& Johnson (1998), Fine (1991) and Silin (1995) 
suggest, issues such as sexuality were seen as per-
sonal problems that were seen to be the prov-
ince of the counsellor and guidance networks. 
These feelings were confirmed by direct written 
feedback received from several staff:

I am not interested in students’ sexual orien-
tation, and this subject has no place in my 
classroom (Anonymous written feedback from 
second staff session, 1997).

As I mentioned earlier, I think there are impli-
cations for constructing what are framed as 
personal issues as the province of the guidance 
counselling network in school. As Fine (1991) 
suggested, framing lesbian, gay and bisexual stu-
dents as in need of counselling results in social 
issues being constructed as students’ personal 
and psychological problems. Gabrielle, a Year 
12 heterosexual student, explained that being 
seen to have a problem puts students off going 
to counsellors:
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... people just said to us that they don’t go 
and talk to the counsellors about (bully-
ing) ’cos it’s (seen) like I’ve got a problem, 
it’s my problem that I’m an individual and 
this isn’t supposed to be my problem and I’ve 
gotta deal with it kind of thing and going to 
the counsellors got those connotations of, I’ve 
got a problem... it shouldn’t be [lesbian and 
bisexual students] that have to go to counsel-
ling (Gabrielle, Year 12 , heterosexual stu-
dent, Interview, 1996).

Some staff also expressed concern about the 
consequences of teachers being seen to condone 
and legitimate same sex desire. As one teacher 
anonymously enquired of me early on in this 
project: “Is it okay to talk about this stuff?” 
Another teacher suggested that in addressing 
the issue of sexual diversity there could be the 
risk that students and parents would constitute 
teachers as ’promoting and even recruiting’ for 
what they allude to as a deviant form of sexual 
expression:

There is the fear than any response might be 
misinterpreted or misunderstood by the stu-
dents and parents and you could get into trou-
ble (Anonymous written feedback from staff 
Teacher Only Day session, 1997).

When I explored this issue further, the lack of 
ownership that many staff felt in relation to the 
research project in the school was indicative 
of more than ideological disjunctures. It also 
related to the balkanised structural features of 
the school (Hargreaves, 1994) where subject 
departments operated in isolation from each 
other, and in many cases were unaware of deci-
sions that had been made by their colleagues. 
As Helen explains, the decision to participate in 
the research project was made by the guidance 
committee who did not not to consult with the 
wider school community:

The decision was made at a meeting of the 
guidance network ... the Principal was very 
keen, some people expressed reservations ... 
along the lines of what would be required to 
do, not really the topic itself ... they weren’t 
completely clear about what was to be ex-
pected of them ... the meeting in general sup-
ported it ... I don’t think it was taken to the 
whole staff first because that is not the usual 
practice. The appropriate committee usually 
discusses requests/issues and makes the deci-
sion. No, I don’t think it had any bearing 
on the way that the project developed as the 
process followed normal procedure for the 
staff (Helen, counsellor and Health teacher, 
Interview, 1998).
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Teachers saw themselves as unbiased and as 
’already having done this’ as Briony explained, 
and this was symptomatic of the fact that many 
of the staff saw the school as a warm and friendly 
environment where issues of sexual diversity 
weren’t a problem. As Felicity, the Principal, 
suggested:

... probably because they (the staff) feel the 
school is a warm, open and friendly place that 
they feel that we don’t need it as much as other 
things, and I think that’s probably why it’s 
hard for the staff to see it as a problem. To be 
honest I don’t think a lot of people saw it as a 
problem here ... An individual student’s ex-
perience, I mean there’s so many of them, they 
are going to be different, they may not all see 
the school as warm, open and friendly at all 
(Felicity, Principal, Interview 1998).

However there were disjunctures between what 
the staff felt and what lesbian and bisexual stu-
dents experienced within the school. The notion 
of Kereru Girls’ College as a warm and inviting 
school stood in stark contrast to several incidents 
involving staff both inside and outside the class-
room. Margaret a gay Year 13 student recounted 
a classroom incident where a teacher drew on 
stereotyped representations of girls as bitchy and 
catty in order to indicate her knowledge that 

two of her students had been in a relationship 
with another young woman:

In Physics one day, it was the day that Heidi 
shifted my desk and I’m sure that somehow 
(our teacher) she knew because she kind of 
walked in and looked at me and looked at 
Heidi and then kind of made a hissing noise, 
like a cat fight kind of thing. She kind of like 
did it jokingly but I’m sure that somehow 
she knew (that I had just started a relation-
ship with her ex girlfriend) (Margaret, Year 
13 gay student, Kereru Girls’ College, Inter-
view 1998).

Melissa a lesbian Year 13 student told me that 
she had heard second hand that another staff 
member had drawn on nineteenth century 
models of sexual deviance to frame lesbians as 
male in order to ridicule Melissa’s sexuality:

... one day when I had finished school and 
Margaret was sitting her exams and I was 
going to sit in the common room and wait for 
her to finish and Margaret’s Mum said that 
a teacher came in to her and said, “Oh look 
the boyfriend’s here”, implying me when I 
walked in. And I just think that’s really rude, 
I couldn’t care less ... a teacher said that any-
way, or someone in the office. ... Margaret’s 
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Mum refuses to tell ... I didn’t really care be-
cause I was leaving anyway but if it had been 
a year ago it would have really depressed me. 
... I couldn’t believe it, it was really pathetic, 
not even Year 13 students would have said 
that (Melissa, lesbian Year 13 student, Kereru 
Girls’ College, Interview, 1998).

Kenway and Willis (1997) note the extent to 
which gender reform is highly disruptive of the 
social and therefore the power arrangements 
in schools. They suggest that gender reform is 
threatening to schools in ways in which other 
social justice reforms are not, because teachers 
face the possible unravelling and remaking of 
aspects of their personal and professional worlds. 
They also note the high degree of emotionality 
that is generated when gender reformers under-
take work with teachers and expect people to 
change as a result. If as Kenway and Willis 
suggest, deep psychic sensitivities are engaged 
within the process of gender reform, I think that 
this is even more the case when issues of sexu-
ality and same sex desire are engaged with in 
schools, particularly with teachers (Kumashiro, 
2000). Several emotional responses emerged 
from the workshop which raise a number of 
different issues. One teacher told me that she 
felt angry that given all the structural and work-
load constraints involved in her role, she didn’t 

appreciate being constituted as ill-informed 
and bigoted:

I feel very angry that when I have so much 
work to do and so little time to do it in that 
I have to spend time being treated as though 
I’m an ignorant and intolerant child (Anony-
mous written feedback from second staff ses-
sion, 1997).

The feelings of anger which were expressed by a 
several staff provide an indication of the extent 
to which as Britzman (1998) suggests, learning 
about ’dangerous knowledge’ such as a same 
sex desire with teachers who have an invest-
ment in their status as ’expert knowers’ will 
inevitably involve conflict and crisis. However 
over the course of the study I realised how ill-
equipped both I as a researcher, and the staff 
were to acknowledge or interrogate any of the 
uncomfortable feelings, within the context of 
the rational and functionalist cultures of schools 
(Kenway & Willis, 1997). 

The workload engendered by the macro educa-
tional constraints of major educational curricu-
lum restructuring, little teacher development to 
support change, and reform fatigue, contributed 
towards teachers feeling angry about having 
yet another issue to consider. These tensions 
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emerged in the professional development ses-
sion. As Felicity, the Principal explained:

... Not that I think necessarily that this project 
was going to massively increase people’s work-
load but because so many things are happen-
ing all at once, unit standards assessment, 
new curriculum in this, new curriculum in 
that, performance management systems, all 
of those things had to be discussed and intro-
duced and put in place and people do get to the 
stage when they think they can’t cope with one 
single more thing (Felicity, Principal, Kereru 
Girls’ College, Interview, 1998).

With these pressures, social justice and equity 
issues tend to fall off the agenda and can be 
perceived as more of a luxury than a necessity 
(Gordon, 1993; Kenway & Willis, 1997). Inter-
estingly however, social issues do not disappear 
totally within schools. Mac an Ghaill (1994b) 
describes the way in which teachers and school 
communities often feel pulled between notions 
of fault and obligation in terms of addressing 
issues of gender and sexual diversity:

... there is a real tension here for the gender 
and/or sexual majority, between not feeling 
guilty, and not taking responsibility both for 
the cultural investments one has in oppres-

sion and the privileges that are ascribed to 
you and that you take up as part of a domi-
nant group (p. 179).

Kenway and Willis (1997) identified this ten-
sion in gender reform issues, noting that it most 
commonly manifested itself in the way that 
gender reformers in schools felt unable to criti-
cise their colleagues. I sensed this amongst sev-
eral members of the planning group at Kereru 
Girls’ College, and it was exacerbated by the 
fact that they were young and inexperienced 
teachers who perhaps felt vulnerable in relation 
to their older colleagues. The tension between 
fault and obligation identified by Kenway and 
Willis and Mac an Ghaill (1994b) is perhaps 
what the Principal, Felicity, is wrestling with 
when she questions the extent to which sexual 
diversity was seen by the staff as an issue which 
needed to be addressed within the school and the 
discomfort she felt challenging her colleagues 
to address the issue:

...well actually is there an issue and what is 
the issue? Is it the culture in the school or that 
people chose for whatever reason personally 
to behave the way we are? Are we really as 
open and inclusive as we think we are? ... If 
(people) don’t (see this as an issue), well then 
I haven’t got a right to force them to (Felic-
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ity, Principal, Kereru Girls’ College, Inter-
view, 1998).

Hey (1997) suggests that problematising the way 
that the school treats students places researchers 
in difficult positions when working in schools. 
Rogers (1994) notes that being framed as obses-
sive and eccentric goes with the territory of a 
researcher undertaking work on sexuality, and 
she goes on to suggest that these concerns are 
magnified working in a schooling context where 
discourses of education and youth collide with 
traditional constructs of predatory lesbian, man 
hater, corrupting gay man and child abuser. 
Notions of ’promotion and recruitment’ con-
tinued to arise throughout the project, espe-
cially in relation to the role that I played as 
a researcher. These discourses reinforced the 
’otherness’ of same sex desire and proved to be 
a disabling factor in terms of undertaking the 
project in the school. 

In addition to being seen as promoting and 
recruiting I was also constructed as proselytis-
ing and pushy. I experienced first hand what it 
meant to be constructed as a fanatic who was 
seen as imposing meanings on others (Flax, 
1993). Both Spender (1988) and Kenway and 
Willis, (1997) suggest that when you are deal-
ing with ’difficult knowledge’ (Britzman, 1998), 

what often happens is that talking even a little 
is perceived as talking too much. Some staff 
during the teacher session felt as if I was pres-
suring them to think in particular ways. As 
Linda explains:

... I don’t think that anybody likes to be told 
and I think that might’ve been a bit of a 
problem. Some staff felt like they were being 
pressured and told and thought, I don’t want 
this and I don’t like this... if it’s too much and 
too pushy then staff will just click off straight 
away. I can think of one example where staff 
were just pushed and I could just see that they 
were switching off, and I think that’s not a 
good way to go in. I think you have to go in 
with a slow approach because ... people take a 
lot of time to change their ideas and attitudes 
if they ever change them, and I don’t think 
some ever will (Linda, Interview, 1998).

While some staff felt pressured to move too 
quickly, others wanted to go further, and as 
Elizabeth suggests felt angry at being ’accused’ 
of something that they saw themselves as not 
doing:

And I think that there might have been a bit 
of a feeling that to satisfy where you wanted 
to come from in the research we sort of had 
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to be backwards to be back there where ac-
tually we were sort of up here and we needed 
to go further. That’s why it went a wee bit 
flat with the staff, they sort of felt, the impli-
cation of being accused of something we are 
not doing ... (Elizabeth, Senior Manager, 
Interview, 1998).

At the end of the session I felt as if I had been 
’thrown to the lions’, as one of the planning 
group described it, and felt thoroughly mauled. 
Like the teachers, I, too, had an emotional 
response to what had happened. 

Destabilising Heteronormativity: 
The Art Of The Possible 

Kenway and Willis (1997) draw attention to the 
deep psychic and emotional investment in gen-
dered constructions which emerged within the 
gender reform work they undertook in Austral-
ian schools. If that is the case for gender, then 
I suggest that it would be even more so for sex-
uality. The intense discomfort many teachers 
in the second case study school experienced in 
discussing sexuality (and same sex desire in par-
ticular) lead me to believe that it can still be a 
deeply taboo subject, and as such a fraught and 
difficult area for schools to have to engage with 
(Epstein & Johnson, 1998). 

My experience working with students at Kereru 
Girls’ College indicated that queer and post-
structural pedagogical tools held some promise 
in terms of working towards widening represen-
tations of sexual diversity. However, a session 
with teachers on deconstruction and discourse 
analysis proved more problematic because it 
called into question the roles of teachers and 
schooling. 

Concerns such as these are understandable 
because the pedagogical approaches I am advo-
cating raise questions about what ’ways of know-
ing’ are legitimated in schools, and what hap-
pens when these knowledges are destabilised and 
unfamiliar and dangerous ’ways of knowing’ are 
introduced. Davies (1995) draws attention to 
the ways in which post-structural tools require 
teachers to give away some of the key aspects 
of their role within rational/humanist concep-
tual frameworks. For example processes such 
as deconstruction challenge the role of teachers 
as experts and the notion of the teacher as the 
’authoritative knower’. Laying bare the construc-
tion of discourses involves a critical examination 
of constructs and meanings, and also the crea-
tion of a venue within which new understand-
ings can emerge. This process can be challenging 
in that it requires teachers to examine their own 
attitudes and be positioned as learners in what 
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could be quite an uncomfortable way, especially 
if they see themselves as experts with knowledge 
to impart to their students. 

Davies suggests that strategies such as decon-
struction can pose a profound challenge to 
teacher authority and this challenge requires a re-
thinking of the traditional teacher role of trans-
mission (Davies, 1995). Britzman (2000) sug-
gests that engaging with ’dangerous knowledge’ 
involves schools and teachers taking big risks. In 
order to account for the complexities of sexual-
ity, it is necessary for teachers to move beyond 
the rational and humanist frameworks in which 
they were largely trained. This is a big ask.

So Warner’s (1993) suggestion that studying the 
operation of heteronormative discourses could 
open a space within which representations of 
same sex desire which move beyond assimila-
tionist and deviant representations could emerge 
has some unsettling implications within schools. 
The process involves questioning and interrogat-
ing what could be considered to be some of the 
most fundamental coding categories that have 
been historically and socially produced in order 
to make sense of ourselves and our world. 

Working with queer and post-structural peda-
gogies can be an uncomfortable process that 

induces high levels of emotionality. These 
responses featured both in the students and 
staff sessions at Kereru Girls’ College. The high 
level of emotionality needs to be expected and 
acknowledged as part of the research process 
(Kenway & Willis, 1997). 

Another problem which arises working with 
queer frameworks is to do with the language. 
While the ideas that lie behind post-structural 
tools are of great interest to me, the philosoph-
ical language that they are couched in can be 
very obtuse and inaccessible (Apple, 1995; 
Dilley, 1999). I usually counter this comment 
by saying that complex issues such as sexual-
ity need complex thinking and language to 
explain them. However, the difficulties that 
I have experienced when reading some of the 
theory do mean I have a certain sympathy with 
these complaints. The resistance that I have 
experienced from teachers to post-structural 
concepts and what is seen to be academic and 
’pointy-headed’ language illustrates these prob-
lems. As Dilley (1999) acknowledges, inaccessi-
ble language and deliberately slippery concepts 
are problematic because taking action requires 
accessible language:

(The) language gap often prevents lay-people- 
even queer activists from understanding queer 
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theory... big concepts require big words and if 
you do not understand these words, you cannot 
understand the concept. The theory as an eman-
cipatory tool, of course, requires such under-
standing... how can one utilise queer theory if 
one cannot even define it, let alone explain it 
to non- academics? (p. 467-468).

While this problem can be negotiated by using 
examples and explaining concepts in less com-
plex language, that process in itself can be chal-
lenging. 

There is also the difficulty of engaging with 
this intensely theoretical and intellectual work 
within the functionalist world of schools (Skrtic, 
1995). I know from my own experience that 
schools are sites where pragmatism and ration-
ality mostly rule and survival skills, efficiency 
and control are often the most highly prized 
modus operandi. As I found out working with 
the staff at Kereru Girls’ College, intellectual 
and analytical work such as deconstruction and 
discourse analysis can appear at the most time 
consuming and pedantic, and at the worst indul-
gent, irrelevant and threatening to the ways in 
which teachers understand their roles. However, 
I suggest that discarding ideas simply because 
they are couched in language that appears inac-
cessible is not sufficient. I think the possibilities 

of understanding and widening the representa-
tions of sexuality and gender which are currently 
available, and, in the process, providing a venue 
to actively create new ways of being are worth 
the effort of thinking of communicating the 
concepts and ideas in less obfuscating ways.

For these reasons, connecting queer and post-
structural concepts to lived realities needs to 
form an important part of working with queer 
and post-structural pedagogical approaches 
(Apple, 1995; Morgan, 1997). Sometimes the 
complexity of the language and the intellec-
tual allure of the ideas can prevent this con-
nection from being made. At some points in 
the research process, my increasing interest in 
the discursive construction of sexuality and in 
affirming sexuality more widely meant that I 
was in danger of losing touch with the reason 
that I began this work in the process; the lived 
reality of what school is like for many lesbian, 
gay and bisexual students. 

The constraints which emerged as a result of the 
staff professional development session provided 
a fuller understanding of what it means for a 
school to undertake research on issues of sexual 
diversity. The session had created a venue where 
issues such as sexuality and schooling could be 
explored. Both the session and the wider pres-



60

Twist and Shout! Working with Teachers Towards  
Affirming Sexual Diversity in a New Zealand Girl’s Secondary School

ence of the project in the school did disrupt some 
heteronormative practices at Kereru Girls’ Col-
lege, and created the possibility for new under-
standings and practices to emerge. 

At the most basic level the session and the pres-
ence of the project in the school raised issues of 
sexual diversity, which had been mostly invis-
ible at the school up to that point. Felicity, the 
Principal suggests:

I certainly think that it’s made people aware 
of the issue and made people discuss an issue 
which I don’t think they thought was an is-
sue (Felicity, Interview, 1998).

Raising the awareness of staff about issues of 
sexual diversity was seen to be necessary, espe-
cially by the students I interviewed. Margaret 
suggested to me that without the staff session, 
the invisibility which characterises female same 
sex desire in schools (Fine, 1992a), would be 
perpetuated:

I think it was needed because I think without 
it everyone would have just gone on pretend-
ing that it wasn’t there and trying to hide it 
... I think the teachers don’t see a lot of what 
goes on at lunch time or what goes on at inter-
val ... they only really see what’s in the class-

room... I think that if people aren’t made to 
talk about (it) and be educated, they’re just 
going to pretend that it’s not happening any-
way... (Margaret, Year 13 gay student, In-
terview, 1998).

However as Kenway & Willis (1997) suggest, 
Felicity recognised that raising awareness in this 
way doesn’t necessarily lead to teachers altering 
their behaviour:

... whether they’ve effectively done that from 
there on since, they certainly had the inten-
tion of changing, and in a way it might al-
most be easier to change things about what 
you say, and your attitudes in one sense in 
the classroom, than to change your whole 
teaching practice (Felicity, Principal, Inter-
view, 1998). 

Despite these limitations, several teachers indi-
cated a willingness to try deconstruction as 
a strategy to work towards affirming sexual 
diversity when working with students on the 
day. One teacher came up to me after the ses-
sion and said that she really enjoyed the ses-
sion and that the use of analytical tools such 
as deconstruction was a current development 
in her curriculum area and it was useful to see 
how it could be applied more widely. Another 
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teacher provided positive written feedback on 
the merits of the strategy:

Deconstruction (exercise) modelled was ex-
cellent (I think it has merit and would like 
to try it) (Anonymous written feedback from 
teacher session, 1997).

As I envisaged, members of the planning group 
were already predisposed to support the session. 
Briony shows in her journal entry her thought-
ful engagement with the material and strategies 
and the self-reflexive way that she was able to 
connect the issue of sexual diversity to wider 
ideological discourses around sexuality and 
schooling and the role of teachers:

Valid and well thought out approach to pre-
senting big issues in a limited time. Really in-
terested in seeing the deconstruction process. 
The workshop for me: (the) deconstruction 
model was excellent; ... reminded of public vs 
private dilemma of schools and the teacher; I 
need to revisit my own personal definition of 
my role. It’s important to keep the definition 
flexible to accommodate self and community 
changes (didn’t see this willingness to be flex-
ible in some of my colleagues) (Briony’s Plan-
ning group Journal, 1997).

Both in the written feedback and verbally, I 
heard that the staff enjoyed the way in which 
they were provided with the opportunity during 
the session to share their responses to particular 
scenarios together and the ways in which the 
exercise provided the opportunity for reflection 
and discussion. As Felicity indicated:

dealing with things in those little groups peo-
ple seemed to find very positive, and I had 
heard afterwards that they’ d found those 
things really useful for them to reflect on what 
they did and how they’ d react ... (Felicity, In-
terview, 1998). 

I also got to hear how some shifts occurred 
within teachers’ classroom practice. Marga-
ret, a gay identified Year 13 student, recounted 
the attempt that one of her classroom teachers 
made to widen representations of sexual diver-
sity in the classroom. Mrs Smith (Nellie) had 
participated in the first interviews and contrib-
uted occasionally to the planning group for the 
research project within the school. This event 
was notable for Margaret because it was such 
a rare event:

... I remember in English, it was very near the 
beginning of the year with Mrs Smith (Nellie) 
and ... we had to describe our ideal man and 
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then after she said that she said, ’Or woman 
if you prefer’ it was really sweet how she said 
that but that was really the only thing that 
was ever said I think, that was really about 
it. I’ve always liked her as a teacher. I felt 
that I’ve always got on well with her ... she 
was nice, I liked her a lot. She would have 
been the most likely to be accepting, but it 
was hard to tell with the others because it was 
never likely to be bought up, so I never talked 
about it with them (Margaret, gay Year 13 
student, Interview, 1998).

Elizabeth, a Senior Manager, also saw that 
approaches such as discourse analysis and 
deconstruction would be useful in exploring 
the issues which lay behind incidents of verbal 
harassment of lesbian students which it was her 
task to deal with:

...Until you’ve grabbed them, pulled them in 
and said, ’Lets talk about this’ and that in it-
self is a positive ... I used to tear my hair and I 
actually thought this is a darn good opportuni-
ty... it’s one that’s handed to me on a plate ... a 
teachable moment ... so it’s not a negative, it’s a 
positive ... (Elizabeth, Interview, 1998).

Despite her earlier resistance, Elizabeth also 
acknowledged that approaches to affirm sexual 

diversity that interrogate the normality of het-
erosexuality have the potential of addressing a 
wide range of differences in society more gen-
erally:

But you’ve broken new ground... I can re-
member saying to you ... this is actually all 
about difference and I was particularly think-
ing about racial difference ... (Elizabeth, In-
terview, 1998).

I realised later that as a researcher, I needed to 
understand and document the complex issues 
that had arisen as a result of the presence of the 
project in the school. I also wanted to under-
stand the extent to which the culture of the 
school played a role in both constraining and 
enabling the process (Thonemann, 1999). Using 
a Foucauldian genealogical model provides me 
with a framework for doing this. It allows me 
to document the power dynamics and how 
they operate in schools to normalise heterosex-
uality, and how those discourses can be chal-
lenged and destabilised (Redman, 1994; Mac 
an Ghaill, 1994a). 

Perhaps most importantly a Foucauldian genea-
logical model also provides me with a model of 
understanding power that could lead to a more 
strategic and contingent approach to change. In 
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Foucauldian terms power circulates, therefore 
opportunities will always arise to destabilise 
heteronormative constructions of sexuality. As I 
recognised that developing a school based model 
of change wasn’t feasible, increasingly I framed 
the project as an interruption and a challenge 
to the dominant heteronormative culture of the 
school. Framing the project in that light was one 
way to see the process of the research project 
through, and to understand all of the dynam-
ics that come into play when the heterosexual 
hegemony is interrupted within a school.

However I was also aware that exploring the dis-
cursive construction of compulsory heterosexu-
ality and the challenges and difficulties schools 
face undertaking this work can make it easy to 
lose sight of the material realities which face les-
bian, gay and bisexual youth in schools (Ussher, 
1997a). I suggest that an approach which takes 
into account an understanding of both the mate-
rial and discursive production of heterosexu-
alities, (Apple, 1996; Ussher, 1997a; Walker-
dine, 1997), along with an understanding of 
the challenges and tensions which face schools 
that undertake work to affirm sexual diversity 
and gender in the current climate (Hargreaves, 
1994; Kenway & Willis, 1997; Thonemann, 
1999), may provide some necessary directions 
for further research in this area.

Eyes Wide Open: An Informed 
Action Approach

Working within schools to affirm sexual diver-
sity is a complex and challenging undertaking. It 
needs to take into account an understanding of 
the cultural context of the school, as well as an 
understanding of the epistemological, ideologi-
cal, structural and macro contextual constraints 
which make the prospect of addressing issues 
of sexual diversity ’dangerous knowledge’ for 
schools to engage with. Crisis and high degrees 
of emotionality will need to be expected and 
accepted as part of the process.

However at the same time, because discourses 
are always under construction, meanings can 
shift and change can happen. Queer and fem-
inist post-structural pedagogical approaches 
provide some, albeit challenging, pedagogical 
opportunities to explore the discursive construc-
tion of sexuality. However, I would suggest that 
it is also important to link discursive construc-
tions to material realities. This approach is one 
that I am calling informed action.

Providing venues within classrooms to engage 
students with the complexities of gender and 
sexuality in a thoughtful and considered (yet 
more risky) way has the potential to extend peo-
ple’s thinking beyond binary frameworks and 
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open up, rather than shut down possibilities to 
think about sexual difference ’differently’. Per-
haps it also has the potential of enabling sexual 
diversity to be understood as something that 
could be seen as rich and interesting rather than 
threatening and fear-filled.
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Appendix

Staff professional development session 
Kereru Girl’s College 1998: Strategies to 
enable teachers to respect student’s sexual 
diversity

•	 What’s this got to do with us? 
	 Brainstorm and record ideas	 10 mins
•	 Recap on research undertaken with lesbian 

and bisexual students and your recommen-
dations about teacher education	 5 mins

•	 What can teachers do about it
	 Situation exercises on cards. 
–	Teachers in groups are presented with situa-

tion cards. 
–	Decide in groups what they would Think, 

Feel, Do in this situation.
–	Report back to the rest of the staff describing 

the situation and plan of action.	 20 mins

Common Experiences Facing Lesbian, Gay 
And Bisexual Students In Schools

Please read each scenario carefully by yourself 
and note down what you think, what you feel 
and what you would do in each circumstance.
Then discuss your response as a group.

Scenario One

You are teaching and the subject of homosexu-
ality comes up as part of your curriculum con-

tent. As you write it on the board, students 
start laughing and snickering. You can see sev-
eral students in the class feel uncomfortable 
and blush.

Scenario Two

You are out on duty at lunchtime and you hear 
a group of students call another student, ’lesso’ 
as the walk past the group.

Scenario Three

You are teaching in class one day and towards 
the end of the lesson you overhear a group of 
students discussing whether or not two students 
they know are having a sexual relationship. They 
ask you what you think about that.

Scenario Four

A teacher in the school is getting a hard time 
from a class you also teach because they pre-
sume she has same sex relationships and they 
find this difficult to cope with. She has said 
nothing to you.

Scenario Five

A parent contacts you as Head of Level to 
inform you that her child is being verbally and 
physically harassed on the school bus by other 
students who have found out that her mother 
is a lesbian.
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Scenario Six

A student who you have taught for a number of 
years is falling behind with her work and you 
are concerned about her lack of progress. You 
talk to her one day after class and it emerges 
that she has been struggling with questioning 
her sexuality, is feeling very isolated from her 
peers and unsafe in her classes.

Scenario Seven

A colleague in the staffroom remarks that,”It’s 
all very well meeting the needs of lesbian and 
bisexual students in class but what is going to 
happen when you get parents ringing up the 
school to complain?î

Scenario Eight

In class one day the issue of homosexuality has 
arisen. One student comments that she thinks 
the reason people canít handle diverse sexuali-
ties are that they are insecure about their own 
sexuality. Another student replies that accept-
ing homosexuality goes against her Christian 
beliefs.

Scenario Nine

At a parent teacher evening the mother of a 
student who you have taught for a number of 
years says she is concerned and doesn’t know 
who to talk to about an issue facing her sixth 

form daughter. You encourage her to continue 
and she tells you that her daughter has started 
a same sex relationship with another student at 
the school and while she thought she was always 
a liberal person, she can’t handle this happen-
ing to her own child. Her husband is not coping 
at all and has withdrawn from his daughter as 
a result. She wonders if her daughter perhaps 
picked the idea up from a Health class where 
same sex relationships were being talked about 
as if they were normal.

Scenario Ten

There is a rumour going around the school that 
you are a lesbian. In one of your classes you over-
hear students egging each other on to ask you 
if the rumourís true. After asking them if they 
would like to share their conversation with the 
rest of the class, one brave soul asks you if it’s 
true what people are saying about you.

Group Deconstruction Exercise	 20 Mins

Please read each scenario carefully by yourself 
and note down what you think, what you feel 
and what you would do in each circumstance.
Then discuss your response as a group.

Scenario One- For Admin, Dean, H.O.L

A parent rings up the school and expresses her 
concern at the way she feels the school is promot-
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ing homosexuality by suggesting to students in 
Year 12 Health Ed that thinking that you may 
be lesbian or bisexual is perfectly acceptable.

Scenario One- For classroom teachers

You are showing a video to students and at 
one point an effeminate guy talks on it. One 
of the students in the class comments that he 
looks like a real faggot, she and a group of stu-
dents laugh.

Think...

–	What are the underlying and taken for granted 
assumptions behind what is being said?

–	What do the words mean? how can they be 
interpreted?

–	how do the different roles of people in these 
situations (parent, teacher, student) affect how 
the situation is dealt with?

–	How could you deal with the situations by 
deconstructing the assumptions behind the 
situation

–	What would be the benefits of using this 
strategy to enable students to respect sexual 
diversity?



I ögonvrån, Salzburg 2007
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Inledning

Dans som konstnärligt ämne inom den obligato-
riska skolan har en förhållandevis kort historia, 
vissa inslag kan dateras till 1960-talets senare 
hälft. Från slutet av 1980-talet initierades en 
större nationell satsning, Dans i skolan, vilken 
ur ett danspedagogiskt perspektiv beskrivits 
som ”ett första steg ut på det nya arbetsfältet”.1 
En något längre historia har den danspedagog-
utbildning som idag utbildar lärare med bild-
ningsförbunden, grundskolan och gymnasie-
skolans estetiska program som sina huvudsak-
liga arbetsplatser. 

Danspedagogutbildningens första anhalt var 
den pedagogiska sektionen inom Koreogra-
fiska Institutet vid Kungliga Musikaliska Aka-
demien. Efter år av förberedande arbete kunde 
den inrättas 1964.2 Den utbildningen övergick 
1970 till Statens Dansskola och 1978 till dagens 
Danshögskola. En betydande del i utbildning-
ens etableringsprocess visade sig vara kampen 

för erkännande, både av yrkesområdet i sig och 
av själva utbildningen. Då yrket är kvinnodomi-
nerat blir såväl frågor om kön/genus som andra 
maktrelaterade faktorer relevanta att synlig-
göra. Följande text har därför, i anslutning till 
Bourdieu, närmast som syfte att kort diskutera 
aspekterna estetik, kropp och genus i relation 
till det konstnärliga dansområdet.3

Ideal

Den relativt konstanta bilden av ”ballerinan” 
som särskilt den romantiska baletten under 
1800-talet förmedlade, kan sägas ha strävat 
bort ifrån det kroppsligt sinnliga. Som idealtyp 
kunde ballerinan, trots yrkets fysiska krav och 
hårda disciplinering, betraktas som en ängla-
lik sylfid, kysk och ouppnåelig, långt från en 
jordnära verklighet. Kroppsligheten tycktes i 
dansandet övergå till en högre form, en trans-
cendent icke-fysisk form. ”[…] att forma en 
strävan bort och ut, ett svävande i tyngdlös 
rymd”, som Birgit Cullberg skriver i Baletten 
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och vi.4 Sceniska attribut kunde som hjälpme-
del förstärka bilden – tyllkjol, tåskor, vingar, 
himmelsk dekor mm. Litteratur- och dansve-
taren Cecilia Olsson menar att dansösen sam-
tidigt, socialt placerad utanför scenen, var ett 
tillgängligt objekt. ”[Hon] var både madonna 
och hora, den outgrundliga gåtan, en idealiserad 
symbol”.5 Idealbilden objektifierade och tyck-
tes fånga dansösen i en förutbestämd position, 
vilket sannolikt krympte hennes utrymme som 
aktiv konstnär och agerande subjekt. Samtidigt 
var även synen på den manliga dansen i viss 
mån problematisk. Den manlige dansaren var 
inte önskad om han inte, undantagsvis, hade 
ett feminint rörelsespråk:

En manlig dansare bedömdes således utifrån 
sina kvinnliga kvaliteter. Dessa kvinnliga 
kvaliteter var ett ideal att eftersträva i dan-
sen, men stred samtidigt mot den nya mans-
bilden. [---] kvinnlighet kom helt enkelt att 
bli balettens ideologi, den normerande este-
tiska maximen […].6

Dansforskaren Ramsey Burt lyfter fram liknande 
resonemang – svårigheten med den manliga dan-
saren på scenen över huvudtaget under 1800-ta-
let. Burt markerar att man såg en skillnad mellan 
aktiviteten att dansa, som socialt utövande, och 
dansen som uppträdande, att betrakta. Då det 

förra inte tycks ha varit något problem, hade de 
fördomar som kom till uttryck istället att göra 
med den manliga kroppen i sig vilken inte skulle 
betraktas eller förekomma på en scen.7 Vid sekel-
skiftet 1900 var det dock dags att förändra bilden 
av den manliga dansaren, ”mansdansen skulle 
maskuliniseras”.8 Med det fick både den man-
liga kroppen och manligheten allt större plats 
på scenen. Från att ha varit en hjälpreda för den 
kvinnliga virituosen i 1800-talets romantiska 
baletter fick den manlige dansaren en alltmer 
framträdande position under 1900-talet. 

Trots den manlige dansarens framryckning 
menar Burt att den moderna dansen under 
1900-talets första hälft kom att domineras 
av kvinnor. I den dansformen kunde många 
utvecklas på ett sätt som inte var möjligt inom 
den traditionella baletten. Burt räknar upp en 
rad tyska och amerikanska danskonstnärer, 
namn som Ruth St Denis, Isadora Duncan, 
Doris Humphrey, Martha Graham och Mary 
Wigman. Som samtidigt verksamma manliga 
dansutövare nämner han bland andra Rudolf 
Laban och Ted Shawn. De kvinnliga pedago-
gerna i svensk miljö tycks på liknande sätt funnit 
konstnärliga och yrkesmässiga möjligheter i de 
fria uttrycksformerna, vilket reser frågor om på 
vilket sätt de kunde inta positioner och agera i 
förhållande till manliga kollegor.
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Positionering

I ett nutida perspektiv visar Burt på de pri-
vilegier manliga danskonstnärer ofta fått i 
förhållande till kvinnliga. Utifrån den man-
lige danskonstnärens ställning som exklusiv, i 
meningen tillhörande en liten, eftersökt grupp, 
har det framför allt rört sig om möjligheter till 
arbete och högre befattningar. Burt har ställt 
sig frågan hur kvinnliga danskonstnärers posi-
tion skulle kunna stärkas samtidigt som nega-
tiva attityder emot den manliga dansen föränd-
ras.9 En liknande diskussion kring könsrelate-
rade maktfrågor för Susan W Stinson i artikeln 
The Hidden Curriculum of Gender in danceedu-
cation. Minoriteten män inom dansområdet 
är enligt Stinson överrepresenterade både vad 
gäller maktpositioner och utmärkelser.10 Frågan 
är dock komplex och enstaka mäns positioner 
inom området utesluter inte att även kvinnliga 
aktörer, utifrån varierade former av kapital, 
har och har haft möjlighet att erhålla betydel-
sefulla positioner inom det rum av möjlighe-
ter som var dansens. Pierre Bourdieu beskriver 
rummet av möjligheter som ”[…] ett system 
av olika ställningstaganden utifrån vilket alla 
måste positionera sig”11 Rummet av möjlighe-
ter kan ses som ett rörelserum för konstnärliga 
värden och specifika stilar, presenterade i och 
genom tidens konst. 

I sina texter synar Bourdieu hierarkier och 
dominansförhållanden som dem mellan män, 
mellan män och kvinnor, liksom mellan doxa 
och heterodoxa. Förhållanden som innefattar 
kvinnors underordning har Bourdieu mer spe-
cifikt utforskat i Den manliga dominansen. Här 
tar han fasta på det symboliska våldet som ett 
system där makt reproduceras genom varierade 
former av dominansförhållanden: ”kvinnornas 
dispositioner är en följd av inkorporeringen av 
en negativ fördom mot det kvinnliga som är 
instiftat i tingens ordning, och de kan därför 
bara ständigt bekräfta denna fördom”.12 Litte-
raturvetare Toril Moi diskuterar, och delvis kri-
tiserar, Bourdieus uppmaning till kamp emot 
det symboliska våldet. Hon menar att diskus-
sionen kommer väl sent, särskilt  i förhållande 
till de senaste decenniernas feministiska arbete 
som bearbetat just kvinnors underordning. Vad 
hon med hjälp av Bourdieu dock särskilt lyfter 
fram, är hur genus kan fungera med varierad 
styrka i skilda kontexter: 

a Bourdieuian perspective also assumes that 
gender is always a socially variable entity, one 
which carries different amounts of  symbolic 
capital in different contexts. Insofar as gen-
der never appears in a ’pure’ field of its own, 
there is no such thing as pure ’gender capital’. 
The capital at stake is always the symbolic 
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capital relevant for the specific field under 
examination.13

Det är inte självklart att kön alltid slår igenom 
i en given situation. I sin analys pekar Moi på 
betydelsen av olika kapitalformer, ett stort mått 
av symboliskt kapital kan exempelvis minska 
betydelsen av könstillhörighet och skynda på 
olika former av erkännande. 

Vilka möjligheter fanns för 1940-talets svenska 
danspedagoger att finna positioner att agera och 
verka utifrån? Enligt Bourdieu bygger ett områ-
des eller fälts dynamik på att det utspelas en strid 
om positioner och erkännande. Pedagogerna 
besatt i många fall vad jag vill beteckna som ett 
starkt symboliskt kapital i form av dansutbild-
ning, danstekniskt kunnande, konstnärliga och/
eller pedagogiska kunskaper m fl. Dessa kunde 
vara mycket verksamma i ett danssammanhang 
men mindre så i andra. En analys av det sym-
boliska kapitalets betydelse, skulle kunna peka 
på de möjliga positioner som det gick att verka 
utifrån. Med hänvisning till Moi ser jag det 
som troligt att det symboliska kapitalet i vissa 
fall kunde få ett tydligare genomslag än exem-
pelvis kön eller klass. Även andra dispositioner 
som kulturellt kapital och den genre man var 
skolad i, skulle kunnat samverka i arbetet för 
positioner och erkännande. 

Genuskoder

Då det gäller genuskoder inom dansområdet är 
dagens situation allt annat än entydig. Likt ett 
flertal genusteoretiker menar Ramsey Burt att 
maskuliniteten som sådan är konstruerad och 
instabil innefattande ”contradictory aspects”.14 
En av dessa aspekter är att dagens västerländska 
scendans ofta förknippas med femininitet. Dan-
saren konstrueras som omanlig med feminint 
kodat rörelsematerial. För att motverka den 
synen menar Burt att det inte sällan produceras 
extremt manliga koreografier av machokarak-
tär vilket kan betyda rörelser med stor tyngd, 
kraftiga kickar, fall, hård rörelsekvalitet etc. 
Samtidigt har arbetet med den postmoderna 
dansen på ett fragmentiserande sätt försökt för-
ändra manligt och kvinnligt på scenen, sudda 
ut och ifrågasätta vedertagen könsuppdelning. 
Cecilia Olsson exemplifierar med acceptansen 
av 1960- och 70-talens icke-muskulöse dan-
sare, till nästa årtiondes muskulösa kvinnliga 
dansare. Ett annat av Olssons exempel är den 
tyska koreografen Pina Bauch föreställningar 
under 1980-talet. Bauch arbetade gärna med 
korta scener där ’könsrollerna’ byttes, exem-
pelvis genom att manliga dansare var klädda 
i bättre begagnade klänningar.15 Som jag ser 
det uppvisar detta omkastade könsperspektiv 
ingen egentlig förändring annat än rollernas 
eventuella förstärkning. Olsson påpekar också 
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att det är ett grepp som inte längre fungerar 
då dagens genusbestämningar är instabila och 
föränderliga och förhållandet mellan subjekt 
och objekt inte nödvändigtvis behöver vara  
kopplat till kön. 

Inom  den nutida genren förändras, omformas 
och öppnas möjligheter för en utmaning av 
rådande syn på kön/genus. Det gör den i viss 
mån genusöverskridande vilket ytterligare kan 
belysas med det teoretiska angreppssätt som 
Britt-Marie Thurén anlägger i sin diskussion 
i Om styrka, räckvidd och hierarki. Utgångs-
punkten är det processuella begreppet genu-
sifiering. ”Genusifieringen i ett givet fall kan 
vara mer eller mindre stark, mer eller mindre 
utbredd och mer eller mindre hierarkisk”.16 Det 
kan exempelvis undersökas genom frågor som 
med vilken styrka könsskillnader poängteras 
och hur stora hinder som finns för att bryta 
mot rådande könsnormer. 

Inom dansområdet, pendlande mellan stabilitet 
och förändring, skulle balett respektive nutida 
dans med en vid tolkning av begreppen kunna 
sägas representera två ytterligheter med varierad 
styrka, räckvidd och hierarki. I förhållande till 
styrka reproducerar teatrarnas balettrepertoarer i 
många fall fortfarande relativt stereotypa köns-
mönster. Rollerna och berättelserna i exempelvis 

de romantiska baletterna (som fortfarande sätts 
upp på världens scener) är ofta starkt genusko-
dade. Däremot bryter inte sällan dagens kore-
ografer av moderna baletter mot den mer tradi-
tionella repertoaren. Den nutida dansen arbetar 
överlag med mera könsneutrala yttringar även 
om också dessa kan variera. I jämförelse med den 
nutida dansen har, enligt min mening, balet-
ten en del genusrelaterade problem att brottas 
med samtidigt som ett visst utsuddande av gen-
regränserna mellan just balett och nutida dans 
pågått en längre tid. 

Förhållanden som gäller räckvidden är det svå-
rare att säga något om. Som jag uppfattat Thu-
réns begrepp innefattar räckvidden bland annat 
frågor om arbetsdelning, men den kan även gälla 
symboler, kläder och kroppsdynamik vilket 
exempelvis skulle kunna relateras till balettens 
åtskilda rörelsesätt för män respektive kvinnor. 
Också kostymval förstärker eller försvagar dessa 
skillnader. Den nutida dansen har, som nämnts, 
ett förhållningssätt som främjar och utmanar 
rådande normer, även om grepp med ombytta 
’könsroller’ ibland förstärker snarare än för-
minskar könsskillnaderna. Vad gäller hierarki 
så ser den ut att i viss mån vara oberoende av 
stilar och genrer. Arbetsmöjligheter, utrymme, 
makt, prestige tycks i högre grad tillfalla man-
liga utövare, även om hierarkierna framstår som 
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svagare inom den utominstitutionella dansens 
mer utjämnade strukturer. 

Ett inte alltför långsökt antagande är att det 
sätt på vilket genus konstrueras, upprätthålls 
eller utmanas får genomslag både på scenen, 
inom utbildningar, i sättet att undervisa och i 
förlängningen också i synen på och upplevel-
sen av kroppen.

Kroppen utifrån – ett objekt…

Kroppen är möjlig att betrakta ifrån en mängd 
utgångspunkter, relaterad till såväl sig själv som 
till sin omgivningen. Sociologen Anthony Gid-
dens diskuterar vår tids konsumtionskultur med 
vidhängande konsekvenser för upplevelsen av 
just kroppen och självet. De senaste decennier-
nas omfattande forskning inom fältet har även 
vidgat synen på kroppen i relation till varierande 
träningsformer, däribland dans. För att studera 
dans och kropp kan sociologen Arthur W. Frank 
kategorisering av kroppen vara  en användbar 
modell. Han gör bland annat en indelning i: den 
disciplinerade, den speglande och den kommuni-
kativa kroppen. I sin diskussion ser han dansen 
som ett tydligt uttryck för den kommunikativa 
kroppen, en kropp som står i relation till en 
yttre mottagare. Samtidigt är dansens träning 
och disciplinering ett uttryck för en inneslut-
enhet som står nära det Frank benämner som 

den disciplinerade kroppen. 17 Då det gäller den 
speglande kroppen skulle den i ett vidare per-
spektiv även kunna tolkas som en spegling av 
en allmänt exponerad idealkropp. 

Om kroppen i förhållande till träning och 
utseende har psykologen Thomas Johansson 
i Den skulpterade kroppen påpekat att den trä-
nande individen, i det här fallet den manlige 
kroppsbyggaren, inte sällan upplever svårig-
heter att uppnå det som framstår som en ideal 
kropp. Med ’mediabildens’ kropp för ögonen 
har man förhoppningar om snabba resultat. 
Inom kroppskulturens ram menar Johansson 
att såväl kropp som kön, identitet och livsideal 
kan konstrueras.18 Liknande tankar om kropp 
och konstruktion som förändringsprojekt förs 
fram också på andra håll. 

Resonemangen kan inte direkt överföras till 
dansens disciplineringsprocess då mål och medel 
inte är desamma. Däremot kan de tydliggöra 
den ofta kvinnliga danselevens försök att nå 
det som uppfattas som en perfekt danskropp. I 
dansens mästarlära-tradition förutsätts en tyst 
dialog mellan elev och lärare. Eleven får bekräf-
telse utifrån, genom lärarens blick, kommentarer 
och tillrättalägganden. Danspedagogen har av 
tradition stått för koderna till det vi kan kalla 
den ’estetiska grammatiken’ där korrigeringar 
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görs för att nå en mer eller mindre ideal helhet. 
Kroppen eller prestationen kan alltid förbättras. 
För danseleven öppnas i första hand möjlighe-
ten att genom träning konstruera sin kropp som 
medel för dansen. Samtidigt kan träningen för 
vissa även bli ett mål i sig. För att återknyta till 
Franks kategorisering skulle elevens ’dansande 
kropp’ (kommunikativ och disciplinerad), i 
konstnärligt syfte formas i dansstudions slutna 
rum. Den (speglande) ’idealkroppen’ skulle 
istället stå i relation till en mer offentligt expo-
nerad kroppsestetik. Genom begreppen framträ-
der för mig både skillnaden och sammansmält-
ningen mellan kroppen som medel för ett konst-
närligt uttryck och kroppen/dansträningen som 
ett mål i sig, som ett egenvärde.

Kroppen inifrån – ett subjekt

Ett annat sätt att se på kropp och träning är 
i relation till tyst kunskap. På senare tid har 
stort intresse riktats mot danskunskapens 
tysta dimension som på så vis förknippats med 
begreppet tyst kunskap. Att erkänna tyst kunskap 
som en specifik kunskapsform har betydelse i 
förståelsen av estetiskt - praktiska verksamheter. 
Inom den tysta kunskapen kan såväl en mål/
objektsrelaterad som en mer process/subjektsre-
laterad syn på kunskap infogas.19 Som nämnts 
dominerar en härmande traditon, mästarlära 
eller mimesis, inom dansundervisning. I den 

traditionen betraktas kroppen som ett objekt för 
inhämtande av ett visst mått av danskunnande. 
Kroppen kan dock inte entydigt betraktas som 
objekt eller  instrument, vilket allt oftare dis-
kuteras inom dansområdet.  Ett annat synsätt 
är det fenomenologiska där kroppen kan för-
stås som ett subjekt och dansen som en inifrån 
kommande erfarenhet. 

För dansforskare har fenomenologin blivit ett 
av flera möjliga sätt att närma sig dansen och 
kroppen. I tradition från bland andra Merleau 
Ponty har denna sida utforskats av bland andra 
dansforskaren Sondra Horton Fraleigh. Hon 
menar att dansens estetiska värde erhålls genom 
att dansen går utöver det närvarande jaget (dan-
saren) för att uppgå i den övergripande inten-
tionen. Enligt Horton Fraleigh bör den dan-
sande kroppen varken betraktas som objekt eller 
instrument – kroppen ska istället urskiljas från 
andra instrument, ett tillstånd där kropp och 
tanke kan sammansmälta till en helhet. Hon 
menar att kroppen är dansen liksom dansaren 
är dansen – ett förkroppsligande som utesluter 
ytlig prestation eller ändamålsenlighet utanför 
dansen själv.20 Som objekt kan kroppen bara 
bli känd, som subjekt är den levd. Möjligheten 
att ‘vara i dansen’ beskrivs ofta i samband med 
den nutida dansen, mer sällan i anslutning till 
den klassiska dansen där just en tydligare disci-
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plinering och prestation av nödvändighet står i 
fokus. Väl inövad utesluter dock ingen dansform 
möjligheten av ett uppgående i rörelsen.

Reflekterande praktiker

Som tidigare nämnts har ett mer reflexivt för-
hållningssätt till dans och kropp under 1900-ta-
let efterhand gett utrymme för alternativa stilar 
och danspraktiker. Trots det tycks den klassiska 
tekniken och mästarlärans förevisande och kor-
rigerande kultur ligga som ett filter över dan-
sens träningspraktik, något som jag menar kan 
diskuteras i relation till idéer om och viljan att 
konstruera en ideal kropp. I likhet med tidigare 
resonemang menar Susan Stinson att kroppen 
i ett danssammanhang inte bara är viktig som 
verktyg för dansen utan också som en presenta-
tion av kroppen i sig. Den blir ständigt utsatt för 
en värderande blick, inte skild ifrån samhällets 
”gender stereotypes”.21 Under en danslektion är 
kritik och bedömning av kroppen en inbyggd 
komponent, där den formbara danskroppen, 
objektet, ofta mäts mot svåruppnåeliga kropps-
liga och estetiska ideal. 

Hur kan då pedagogen förhålla sig till såväl 
mästarlära som uppskruvade och orealistiska 
mediabilder? I texten, Toward transformative 
teachers, reflekterar Sherry Shapiro över möj-
ligheten att undvika reproduktion av dans- och 

kroppsstereotyper. Hon pekar på betydelsen 
av en danspedagogs arbetssätt och förmåga att 
reflektera över sina möjligheter att förändra vär-
deringar som ofta ligger inbyggda i dansunder-
visnings- och dansutbildningssituationen. En 
grundläggande fråga menar hon vara hur man 
som pedagog uppfattar sin egen danskropp. 
Frågan kan tyckas självklar, men med den lyfter 
hon fram aspekter på kroppen som objektifie-
rat instrument i syfte att förverkliga dansen. 
Shapiro menar att pedagogen, i sin historiskt 
situerade position, har både  makt och möjlig-
het att ändra riktning, att behandla kroppen 
”as a site for critical reflection […]”.22 Med det 
tycks hon mena att danspedagogen genom ett 
reflexivt och kritiskt förhållningssätt kan syn-
liggöra både sin egen och elevens ’danskropp’ 
som mänsklig, i bästa fall frikopplad ifrån upp-
ställda idealbilder. 
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Abstract 

In a globalising world the question is raised how 
to act in front of the other, the stranger…another 
religious identity, another worldview. 

The aim of my research-project is to examine 
the way how the Christian view on life is given 
shape in Catholic schools, challenged by a diver-
sity of world-views. 

In the first part of this paper the limits and pos-
sibilities of dialogue as a pedagogical concept 
will be presented. Subsequently the philoso-
phy developed by the Russian thinker Mikhail 
Bakhtin is explored. In his notion of dialogism 
the oppositions between ‘individual and social’, 
‘theory and action’, ‘ethics and aesthetics’ are 
integrated. 

Because of my experience for almost twenty 
years in education-institutions – schooldirec-
tor in the multicultural community of Genk 

(Belgian – Limburg) – and my training in 
anthropology, philology, philosophy and reli-
gion-science, this research-topic will be viewed 
and reviewed upon through multi-disciplinary 
spectacles with the background of cultural phi-
losophy. 

“Truth is not to be found inside the head of an 
individual person, it is born between people 
collectively searching for truth, in the proc-
ess of their dialogic interaction’ (Bakhtin, 
M.M. 1984, 110) 

In research and practice of intercultural peda-
gogy, the idea of dialogue is a central concept. 
Referring to Taylor, Freire and Burbules among 
others, we will present in the first part the limits 
and possibilities of dialogue as a philosophi-
cal and pedagogical project. Subsequently we 
want to explore the philosophy developed by 
the Russian thinker Mikhail Mikhailovich 
Bakhtin (1895–1975). The central idea of this 
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second part of the paper is his original linguis-
tic philosophical notion of dialogism, in which 
the oppositions between ‘individual and social’, 
‘rational and non-rational’, ‘theory and action’, 
‘ethics and aesthetics’ are integrated. According 
to Bakhtin, it is the Russian author Dostojewski 
who brought about a ‘Copernican revolution’ 
in literature by creating a new genre: the ‘poly-
phonic’ novel in which the author engages him-
self in the dialogue and becomes a ‘personage’ 
among “…a plurality of consciousnesses, with 
equal rights and each with its own world”. In 
other words, the polyphonic novel makes it pos-
sible to have a representation in which the other 
is not imprisoned in the image. This non-ob-
jectivizing relationship to the other is the core 
of ‘dialogism’. Being is an openended process. 
Connections precede the constituted ’I’. 

A simple question as ‘Who are you?’ can be 
answered by giving a name, by mentioning a 
profession, gender or nationality. The answer 
will surely depend on the context – the rela-
tionship towards the questioner and his or her 
prior level of knowledge – and your ability to 
read the situation etc. But who is ‘the real you’? 
An answer can point to the physical person who 
grows older and changes, but who maintains a 
sense of self through the operation of memory 
and maintenance of relationships. A response 

can also be that “ a real me” does not exist, as 
my identity is continually being constructed 
through the experience of living in and inter-
acting with the world.  

Part I: The limits of dialogue 

Nowadays hardly anyone has a bad word to 
say against dialogue. Looking at pedagogical 
approaches – both theoretical as well as prac-
tical – a broad range of orientations aim at an 
interactive proces of dialogue in the common 
pursuit of knowledge and understanding. Hith-
erto traditonal theories of education focussed 
on the forming of the independent subject as 
a sovereign individual learner. Educational 
conceptions, likewise educational processes, 
have evolved from value- and truth-transfer by 
one individual (educator) to another (learner) 
towards interactional processes. A widely spread 
conception is that the purpose of learning with 
and through dialogue promotes social justice 
and communication across differences and as 
a consequence serves democracy, freedom of 
speech, human rights and all sort of liberties. 

“We seem to be living in an era in which for 
many “ dialogue” has become the foundation 
of last resort in an antifoundational world. 
The thoroughgoing proceduralism of placing 
trust in processes of interpersonal communi-



83

Limitations and Possibilities  of Catholic 
Education in  a Multicultural World

cation has proven to be compatible with a 
wide range of otherwise quite different social 
and political stances. Dialogue represents…a 
form of constructivist teaching and learning.” 
(Burbules N., 2000, 2) 

What’s the meaning of ’identity’, ’self ’, ’other-
ness’ ? Which role can intercultural and interre-
ligious communication play facing the changes 
in European societies and in the world? The 
understanding among people has to do with 
differences and similarities that can be racial, 
political, social, cultural or in the field of reli-
gion and belief. As human beings were described 
as “meaning makers” by the German sociolo-
gist Max Weber it’s fundamental when study-
ing societies to take into account that meaning 
is imposed on the environment, on others, and 
this to order, to classify and to regulate. Making 
meaning: one of the fundamental concepts in 
the religious anthropology of Charles Taylor. 

Taylor and dialogue 

The philosophical anthropology of Charles 
Taylor – the Canadian philosopher and key 
figure in contemporary debates about the self 
and modernity – involves two complementary 
tasks: the transcendental – not to be confused 
with the ’religious’ meaning of transcendent – 
and the historical task. In Taylor’s opinion the 

identity of the self is to be constituted by the 
relation. He describes this as the ’dialogical’ 
structure of identity, a transcendental condition 
of human subjectivity. For Taylor, a self, exists 
in ’webs of interlocution’ with significant others. 
Those webs can be denied but never entirely 
escaped from. Taylor defines a significant other 
as the one who is essential for the individual’s 
full self-realization. 

”It is simply the idea that the imagined lo-
cation of identity has to be something nego-
tiated in the present by citizens themselves, 
rather than something merely received or 
inherited from the past. The challenge is to 
create new loci of identity through interac-
tion with others...”(Smith 2002.168) This 
’sharing identity space’ is ’the aspiration to 
participate as recipient and donor in some 
larger life’ (Taylor 1970.110) 

Taylor’s central idea is that human beings need 
a deep-seated contact with some significant sur-
rounding. The ’larger life’ can be formed by a 
tradition, a nation, the family, a (divine) king-
dom. The individual receives from this larger 
life a sense of purpose, fulfilment and power. 
On the other hand the citizen also attributes to 
the larger life by, for instance, sacrificing and 
worshipping.. To be in contact with a larger life 
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implies a sense of participation in it and in turn 
the citizen feels empowered. 

”After noting the ways in which this sense of 
participating in a larger life endangers de-
mocracy, Taylor maintains that some sense 
of identification with a wider community is 
none the less essential for a democracy…Col-
lective self-management – which is the de-
fining characteristic of democracy – requires 
a sense of collective identification. (Smith 
2002. 190-191) 

Different cultures with their distinct standards 
cause problems within the life of the individual, 
conflicts between individuals who share cul-
tures and clashes between cultures themselves. 
The core of all this is a conflict about the goals 
and desires that have to be pursued in life. For 
Taylor ’being’ has to do with both a quest for 
identity as a search for meaning as well as with 
a sense of belonging. 

Indeed, the limits and possibilities of dialogue 
in contexts of diversity of life-worlds and life-
philosophies has become one of the central, 
maybe even the most central issue in contempo-
rary philosophy, anthropology and educational 
theory and practice. 

Dialogical or relational paradigm 

This ‘dialogical’ conception generates herme-
neutic views which tend to emphasize dialogue 
as a fundamental condition of intersubjective 
understanding. Hans-Georg Gadamer writes 
about “the fusing of horizons’ and in the religious 
philosophy of Buber this view is expressed in the 
I-Thou relation. This relational avenue towards 
understanding and agreement stands in contrast 
to the objectivist view of convergence around the 
truth and necessarily broadens the existing epis-
temological horizons to include forms of knowl-
edge associated with various human concerns. 
When writing about ’Relational knowledge’ 
Peter Park puts it as follows: 

”Interpretive knowledge, when applied to hu-
man situations, has the potential for bring-
ing people together in empathy and making 
it possible for them to know one another as 
human beings affectively, as well as cogni-
tively, which constitutes relational knowledge. 
(Park, 2001: 84) 

As a consequence of the idea that creating 
knowledge is also a practical affair, the starting 
points of interreligious learning are the questions 
and concerns that are issues in the lifeworlds 
of people in practice. Partners in interreligious 
learning will become the co-au-thors of narra-
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tives expressing the transformation both of other 
religious life-worlds as well as the dynamic life-
philosophies of their own. 

«Since the beginning of civilizations, tri-
bal peoples have gathered together, perhaps 
around a fire, to retell stories of important 
events: wars, changes in leadership, or natu-
ral disasters. The group would hear a mul-
tifaceted tale with one directed purpose. Its 
members have thus reexperienced an event 
together and learned its meaning collectively. 
Indeed, the group has created this meaning 
together» (Kleiner &Roth, 1997) 

The continuous search for reformulating the par-
adigms of the quest for identity within commu-
nity – in my research a Catholic school commu-
nity – will be based on the model of ’dialogue’. 

”…It is not enough to broaden the curricu-
lum and include different religions, cultures, 
texts…one should also bring them into a 
fruitful dialogue… It encourages a dialogue 
between cultures… It challenges the falsehood 
of Eurocentric history, brings out its complex-
ity and plural narratives, and it also fosters 
social cohesion by enabling students to accept, 
enjoy and cope with diversity….” (Parekh 
2000. 224, 229-230) 

As Paulo Freire puts it: 

“The starting point … must be present, ex-
istential, concrete situation, reflecting the 
aspirations of the people as a problem which 
challenges them and requires a response – not 
just at an intellectual level, but at a level of 
action.” (Freire, 1970:85) 

The writings of Paolo Freire have indeed inspired 
an entire generation of critical educators who 
have engaged themselves in a dialogical, com-
mitted pedagogy. Yet, a critical theory of edu-
cation has emerged and directs our attention 
towards forms of dialogue that emphasize on 
criticality and inclusivity but at the same time 
may also be subtle ways of co-opting and nor-
malizing.

“In some accounts, Freirean dialogue is re-
garded as a practice with intrinsic critical 
and emancipatory potential; but many aut-
hors, notably some feminists, do not find space 
within it for critique and emancipation on 
their terms…” (Burbules, 2000, 4) 

Not only on a theoretical level the ideal of dia-
logue is critized. In a more striking way the goal 
of fostering dialogue is questioned by the socio-
logical empirical reality herself. On the second 
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of november 2004 the outspoken filmmaker 
Theo Van Gogh was shot and stabbed to death 
in broad daylight on an Amsterdam street. One 
of his recent films was a controversial attack on 
Muslim violence against women, the alleged 
reason for his murder by a Dutch Muslim. As a 
backlash, streets were filled with angry anti-Mus-
lim protesters, an Islamic school was bombed, 
another burned to the ground. More than a 
dozen mosques and churches were set ablaze. The 
Dutch started to question their age-old reputa-
tion for liberal attitudes, freedom of religion and 
speech. Even Amsterdam, the tolerant and mut-
licultural city had changed into a divided com-
munity of ‘us and them’, throwing accusations 
at each other. Once more cultural and religious 
identities were exploited for political ends. And 
when differences regarding political issues and 
collective choices become coloured by cultural 
and religious considerations, the opposing posi-
tions become irrational and emotive. The situ-
ation escapes the confines of democratic debate 
and both hatred as well as violence occur. In 
short: the ideals of emancipating one another 
through liberatory pedagogy, interreligious and 
-cultural learning are confronted with limita-
tions and agressive antagonism. 

“Liberals maintain that it is only the extreme 
right for whom the presence of Muslims and 

Islam in Europe represents a potential cul-
tural disaster, and that right-wing xenop-
hobia is rooted in the romantic nativism it 
espouses, and consequently in its rejection of 
the West’s universalist principles. But I begin 
elsewhere. I focus not on liberal opposition to 
right-wing intolerance or dismay at the clo-
sedmindedness of immigrants but with a lager 
question. How can contemporary European 
practices and discourses represent a culturally 
diverse society of which Muslim migrants…
are now part? (Talal Asad,2002, 210) 

This question we will take as a point of depar-
ture for the second part. Stating it sharply: even 
interactional pedagogics have to be questioned 
about the(non-)existence of hidden agendas as 
well as the unconscious intention of searching 
to achieve a project, containing thé truth and 
thé human values. On a more fundamental level 
these questions concern cultural and religious 
identity vis a vis modernity, the construction of 
the subject, and the limitations and possibilities 
of intersubjective dialogue. 

“We do not just use language; language uses 
us. As Bakhtin argued, the nature of discourse 
is that the language we encounter already has 
a history; the words that we speak have been 
spoken by others before us… As a result, what 
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we speak always means more than we mean 
to say; the language that we use carries with 
it implications, connotations, and consequen-
ces that we can only partly intend. A dialo-
gue is not simply a momentary engagement 
between two or more people; it is a discursive 
relation situated against the background of 
previous relations involving them… (Bur-
bules 2000, 9) 

Part II: Bakhtin and dialogism 

Whoever we are, we do not exist as isolated 
individuals, but we are members of social 
groups. Individuals belong to a family, a vil-
lage, a parish, a political constituency… People 
belong to linguistic and ethnic groups. They 
may identify with a religious, professional or 
lifestyle community. Each group will have cer-
tain membership rules, boundaries. Whether 
we are talking about a football-team, an occu-
pation, a Rotary service-club, a church…there 
will be criteria that define who is in and who is 
out. Anthropologists study boundaries in order 
to discover the – often not formulated – rules 
that characterise a particular collective. To 
become an ’active citizen’ of this country you 
have to follow a compulsory ’naturalization-
course’. Someone who wants to participate in 
the New Age community has to wear dread-
locks. To become a roman-catholic you have to 

be baptised. A Muslim has to declare in front 
of witnesses that there is one God, Allah, and 
that Muhammad is his Prophet. 

Coming back to the topic of this paper – inter-
religious learning – it is evident that bounda-
ries can be maintained as well as transformed. 
The ideas of Mikhail Bakhtin are labeled as ’a 
philosophy, crossing borders’. 

Dialogism and epistemology 

Writing about authors as Dostojevsky and Rab-
elais gives Bakhtin the opportunity to write a 
history of cultural and ideological transforma-
tions. He uses these authors to picture a whole 
age. In this perspective you can qualify Bakhtin 
rather as a “philosophical anthropologist” than 
as a literary sociologist or critical linguist. He 
seeks to lay open the nature of human con-
sciousness under particular cultural, religious 
and historical conditions. 

“… Bakhtin stressed that the self never coin-
cides with itself, and he never ’coincided’ with 
any group or ideological position… In many 
ways he is close to Kenneth Burke…One par-
allel is their emphasis on what Burke called 
“perspective by incongruity”, the ability to see 
the identity of a thing not as a lonely isolate 
from all categories but as a contrasting vari-
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able of all other categories which might, under 
different conditions, fill the same position in 
existence…” (Clark&Holquist 1984.3,7) 

We will use the concepts, mentioned by 
Bakhtin, to start answering the following ques-
tions: How to cope with multiple philosophies 
and promote interreligious learning by using 
‘dialogism’ both as a method as well as a source 
of inspiration? 

”Dialogism, which is neither dialogue nor 
dialectics, is a philosophy of communication 
that maps the discursive territory of differ-
ence. Bakhtinian dialogism conceptualizes the 
self as constructed through language so as to 
be and to transform social interaction…There 
is no attempt to divide the process from the 
product, the production of dialogue from its 
effect; instead…This research hereby creates 
a holistic knowledge that can account for the 
individual’s historical uniqueness, includ-
ing his/her body and personal past, and for 
the collective memory of his/her community” 
(Hajdukowski-Ahmed 1998. 644-649) 

More profound questions have to be put on the 
forum of intercultural as well as interreligious 
dialogue and interreligious learning: 

Is dialogue ‘ueberhaupt’ possible? Can people 
understand each other? What are the charac-
teristics of the process of identity-building and 
what’s the meaning of individual versus inter-
actional being? 

The ideas of Bakhtin can be presented as another 
theory within this evolution. In this part of the 
paper we will try to argue that Bakhtin changes 
the agenda of argumentation by introducing a 
new vocabulary, a new way of communicat-
ing…at the end changing the subject in terms 
of identity. Following Bakthin means re-artic-
ulating and evaluating fundamental ideas and 
action-programmes from the perspective of 
dialogue in order to discuss among others the 
question whether interreligious learning has to 
be achieved on the sociological-empirical level 
through an open attitude based on charity or 
on – what we would like to call – the principle 
of ontological-existential connection, that can’t 
be ignored, nor neglected. 

”…I would like to emphasize once more that 
the first connectedness of the whole of reality 
conceived of as a web of encounters…is not a 
dangerous and threatening chaos that has to be 
overcome by identity affirmation…It has the 
character of an in-between, a gap… pregnant of 
new possibilities…” (Haers, J. 2002.14-15) 



89

Limitations and Possibilities  of Catholic 
Education in  a Multicultural World

Aesthetics rather than ethics 

Back to Bakthin and dialogism. An ambiva-
lence about the way the human subject is con-
structed underlies Bakhtin’s work. As a conse-
quence his philosophy of human acitivities is 
twofold. He proclaims a radical reorientation 
of moral values by emphasizing a pure personal 
experience – Erleb-nis–as starting point for a 
construction of values around it in the spirit 
of Neokantianism and Husserl. Opposite to 
(moral) theories and concepts – claims of truth 
– that are general, life is singular and unique. 
According to the orthodox-christian Bakhtin, 
norms and theories give an ‘imaginary alibi’ for 
moral activity. In opposition to this a person 
has to break in a radical way with the (his) 
past and make a new begin. In this project, a 
religious moment can be discovered, after all 
Cicero derived the word religion from the verb 
‘relegere’, which means to reread or restart, to 
recollect in order to restart. The key term in 
the eyes of Bahktin is responsibility or even 
better ‘answerability’. According to Bakhtin a 
person could – throughout his activity – con-
nect concepts and life. Instead of general norms 
or theories it is an unique moral deed that can 
(ethically) revitalize culture. Terms and con-
cepts illustrating this principle are ‘authorship’, 
‘pure nature of laughter’, and ‘autonomous 
voice’…The idea of the restart of culture is the 

most characteristic concept of ’being a person’ 
or ’having a personality’. 

But on the other hand this responsibility for 
restarting culture doens’t only mean restarting 
by himself but also has to do with a restart in 
front of others: an intercultural responsibility. 
Bakhtin proclaimed the creation and contem-
plation of an external image of other persons as 
an acces to one’s inner essence. In this perspec-
tive he refers to Christian tradition in which he 
welcomed the theological and artistic inven-
tion of creating and contemplating an external 
image of other persons that gives access to this 
inner essence. For Bakhtin aesthetic seeing is 
a way of loving the other. The author loves his 
personage – even if it is an evil hero – by focus-
ing attention on him. But writing – creating 
a personage – isn’t only an activity of the self 
towards the other but also gives allowance to 
the self ’s experience of itself. This very Russian 
Orhodox conception is elaborated in ideas of 
aesthetic culture, dialogics, the carnival laugh-
ter, the voice of the other, loving contemplation. 
Here we recognize the other – more Christian 
– etymological derivation of religion. Religare 
means to tie up, to relate, to connect or in a 
more specific sense: to relate human beings to 
God and to each other. 
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In the perspective of this paper on interreligious 
learning we leave aside Bakhtin’s own beliefs and 
prefer to characterise his religious philosophi-
cal position by two ideas. First one has to men-
tion Bakhtin’s radical critique of immanence as 
a view in which human beings reduce God to 
something in our world. Bakhtin writes about 
Being as a unique, unrepeatable event which 
can either be claimed as thé truth nor fixated 
in a general concept. Activity- whether it is 
writing a novel, creating art, building a social 
society…- cannot be founded on God’s essence 
because according to Bakhtin, there is no gen-
eral principle nor conceptional blueprint that 
allows such grounding. 
Nevertheless human beings can participate in 
this Being through activity. This we can define 
as Bahktin’s pneumatology, the second char-
acteristic of his position concerning religious 
ideas and their socializing power. According 
to Bakhtin this view on the presence of God in 
the world is more important than his critique 
of immanence. Contemplating the works of 
among others Bernard of Clairvaux, Francis of 
Assisi, Giotto and Dante..., Bakhtin formulates 
the presence of God as His love of the other. 
This Love makes it possible for a human being 
to love one another. Anton Simons formulates 
Bakhtin’s pneumatology as follows: 

“Unique to Bakhtin’s pneumatological mo-
ment is not only the relationship to the other 
made possible by God’s relationship to us, but 
also a clear emphasis on God’s grace and love 
for us, at the expence of his justice and sever-
ity...This idea inspires Bakhtin to link God’s 
creation to aesthetic, artistic activity rather 
than to ethical activity. The latter is much 
more ‘negative’: to act ethically we must refuse 
something in this world if we are to change 
it, whereas to act aesthetically implies a posi-
tive, active evaluation of what exists through 
which the existing reality can change....” (Si-
mons, A. 2000 p. 363) 

For Bakhtin, Christianity is a crossroad in 
the history of ethics and aesthetics because it 
includes the relationship to the other in people’s 
relationship to themselves..He clarifies this view 
of Christianity by contrasting Christianity to 
two other traditions – let’s call this interreli-
gious learning – Judaism and the (non-Chris-
tian variation of) Neoplatonism. The ethics of 
the last mentioned philosophy of life is purely 
based on self-experience 

“Neoplatonism is the purest and the most con-
sistently prosecuted axilogical comprehension 
of man and the world on the basis of pure 
selfexperience: the universe, God, other peo-
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ple, all are no more than I-for-myself. Their 
own judgement about themselves is the most 
competent and the final judgement. The oth-
er has no voice here. As for the fact that they 
are also an I-for-the-other, it is fortuitous 
and unessential and engenders no valuation 
that is new in principle” (M.M. Bakhtin, 
1990 p. 55) 

Instead Bakhtin is inspired by Judaism to stress 
the fundamental role of the other in self-expe-
rience and makes him choose to concentrate 
more on the relationship to the other in artis-
tic representation: 

”An author creates, but he sees his own cre-
ating only in the object to which he is giving 
form, that is, he sees only the emerging product 
of creation” (M.M. Bakhtin 1990, p 6) 

In other words the experience of the self – my 
identity – is realised through the other ‘s eye. 

The infinity of dialogue 

In Bakhtin’s view, real dialogue is a never ending 
process. Neither has dialogue to do with a kind 
of communication that results from following 
prescribed patterns, nor is dialogue the defi-
nition of a situation in which various speak-
ers alternate and patiently allow one another 

to speak and in which truth and meaning are 
given. 

On the contrary, at the moment of dialogue 
meaning and value time and again arise as 
new and unrepeatable. By the term ‘dialogue’ 
Bakhtin refers to the possibility of sharing in a 
(‘the’) transcendent truth by letting the other 
speak without turning him into an object and 
with respect to the infinite character of a dia-
logue that doesn’t end up in a monologue. 
Important is: speaking with the other. Dia-
logue has to do with a non-objectivizing rela-
tionship to meaning, truth and last but not 
least the other. 

In opposition to day-to-day conversation in 
which dialogue is an instrument of an (practi-
cal) end, Bakhtin changes this relationship by 
making dialogue the aim of everyday activity. 
Dialogue conceived in this way is infinite, this 
means that dialogue can’t be finished. Again 
Anton Simons: 

“First, by ’ infinity of dialogue’ Bakhtin means 
the inability to end the dialogue. Dialogue 
implies that an irreducible difference between 
the voices continues to exist. This difference is 
not something negative, as is a conversation 
of last imperfection. Dialogue, the lack of a 
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definitive last word, is itself ’the last word’ 
...a dialogue, that is, a communication in 
which the truth is spoken in such a way that 
it is not fixed in an image but continues to 
transcend the image” (Simons, Anton, 2000. 
p.366-367) 

Back to the first part of our paper. Dialogue will 
always be confronted with limitations and even 
antagonism in daily reality. Enlightenment and 
modernity with liberality and subjectivity are 
confronted with otherness and strangeness. Yet 
dialogism – although not the ultimate solution 
– time and time again offers perspective and 
describes being as an open endedness. 

Bakthin refers to ’catharsis’ when writing about 
the infinity of dialogue. Yet, different from the 
tragedies with their moments of catharsis, it is 
a dialogue that opens human beings to the last 
word as something not yet spoken, but still – 
always – in the future. 

“Nothing conclusive has yet taken place in the 
world, the ultimate word of the world and 
about the world has not yet been spoken, the 
world is open and free, everything is still in 
the future and will always be in the future” 
(M.M. Bakhtin. 1984 p.166) 

Dialogical construction of identity 

Coming back to the theme of this paper. In 
a situation that religion has become a private 
matter and people feel less connected with tra-
dition and churches, religious education clearly 
needs a new approach to address the pluralized 
and multi-religous reality... 

“…It is also necessary to avoid the pitfalls 
of an individualistic charity. As it has been 
insisted in recent years, the neighbour is not 
only a person viewed individually. The term 
refers also to a person considered in the fabric 
of social relationships, to a person situated in 
economic, social, cultural and racial coordi-
nates. It likewise refers to the exploited class, 
the dominated people, the marginated…
As a sacramental community, the Church 
should signify in its own internal structure 
the salvation whose fulfillment it announces. 
Its organization ought to serve this task…”  
(Guttiérrez: 1988. 116) 

Infinite dialogical intersubjectivity as a non 
objectivizing relationship to meaning, religion, 
truth and last but not least to the other, forms 
both the central idea as well as the method to 
study intercultural processes and interreligious 
learning. The starting point is a fundamental 
and founding connectivity. An ‘I’ is, as it were, 
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being involved from the beginning in connec-
tions and conversations. The self is connected 
with the whole out of which it is empowered to 
become an I, that will be continuously changed 
and re-shaped within its encounters. As we 
have seen in the philosophical anthropology of 
Bakhtin our being as dialogical relatedness – 
my non-alibi in being – precedes all forms of 
religious learning. We have to act! 

Bibliography 
Bakhtin, M.M., ’Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity’ in 

Art and Answerability: Early Philosophical Essays, trans. 
V. Liapunov, University of Texas Press-Austin, 1990. 

Bakhtin, M.M., Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, trans. 
C. Emerson, University of Minnesota Press-Minneapolis, 
1984. 

Burbules, N.C. The Limits of Dialogue as a critical 
Pedagogy. Published in Revolutionary Pedagogies, Peter 
Trifonas, ed. (Routledge 2000) 

Clark, Katerina and Michael Holquist, Mikhail Bakhtin, 
Harvard University Press-Cambridge, Massachussetts, 
and London, 1984. 

Freire, P. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: Herder 
& Herder. 1970. 

Guttiérrez, Gustavo A Theology of Liberation, 15
th 

Anni-
versary edition Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, p.116, p.147 
1988 

Hadjukowski-Ahmed, Maroussia, ’Bakhtin without bor-
ders: Participatory Action Research in Social Sciences’, in 
Bakhtin/”Bakhtin”: Studies in the archive and Beyond, 
Special issue editor: Peter Hitchcock, Duke University 
Press,1998. 

Haers, Jacques, DEFENSOR VINCULI ET CONVERSA-
TIONIS. Connectedness and conversation as a challenge 
to theology, Faculty of Theology-K.U.Leuven, 2002. 

Kleiner, Art & George Roth How to make experience your 
company’s best teacher; in: Harvard Business Review, 
(pp.173-177) September-October 1997. 

Parekh, Bikhu, RETHINKING MULTICULTURALISM. 
Cultural Diversity and Political Theory, Palgrave-New 
York, 2000. 

Park, Peter, Knowledge and Participatory Research. In 
P. Reason&H.Bradbury (Eds.), HANDBOOK OF 
ACTION RESEARCH: Participative inquiry and prac-
tice (pp.81-90). London: Sage Publications. 2001. 



94

Limitations and Possibilities  of Catholic 
Education in  a Multicultural World

Simons, Anton, ’THE AUTHOR’S SILENCE. Transcend-
ence and representation in Mikhail Bakhtin.’ in Flight 
of the gods: Philosophical Perspectives on Negative 
Theology,eds. Ilse N. Bulhof and Laurens ten Kate, 
Fordham UP- New York, 2000. 

Smith, Nicholas H., CHARLES TAYLOR. Meaning, 
Morals and Modernity, Polity Press-Cambridge, 2002. 

Talal Asad, Muslims and European Identity: Can Europe 
Represent Islam?, in: Anthony Pagden (ed.), The Idea 
of Europe: From Antiquity to the European Union, 
Cambridge 2002, pp. 209-227. 

Taylor, Charles, The Pattern of Politics, Mc Clelland and 
Stewart-Toronto, 1970. 



95

Debatt

Läs- och skrivlärande
– ett potentiellt grundutbild-
ningsämne?

Detta inlägg bygger delvis på en tidigare analys 
av läs- och skrivområdet. I studien, ”Läsning-
ens och skrivandets bilder. En analys av villkor 
och möjligheter för barns läs- och skrivutveck-
ling”, problematiserar och prövar jag vedertagna 
föreställningar och förgivettaganden inom det 
aktuella området. (Jonsson, 2006) Syftet med 
härvarande text är att visa på nödvändigheten 
av fortsatta diskussioner kring införandet av 
vad jag bedömer som ett framtida grundutbild-
ningsämne inom lärarutbildning. Via ett antal 
frågeställningar vill jag försöka visa på poten-
tialen i just variationen av val av studieobjekt 
och fokus i den forskning som har gjorts och 
framledes kommer att bedrivas inom ”literacy”. 
Det engelska begreppet ”literacy” är i samman-
hanget inte helt tillfredställande, men det är 
ett giltigt begrepp vi har att tillgå för att inte 
tvingas in i redan auktoriserade inmutningar. 

Den preliminära avgränsningen av begreppet 
“literacy” som en kärna för ett grundutbild-
ningsämne blir:  

The ability to read and write; a synthesis of 
language, context, and thinking that shapes 
meaning. (Winch et al., 2006, p. 569)

Resultatet i min avhandling visar att klasslä-
rares skicklighet inom kunskapsområdet läs- 
och skrivlärande och undervisning, primärt 
uttrycks i termer av social och personlig kom-
petens. Lärarnas ämnesmässiga och disciplinära 
tillhörighet bedöms vara svag. Den enskilda 
läraren anses undvika eller sakna förmåga, att 
i vetenskaplig mening förhålla sig prövande till 
den egna verksamheten vad gäller läs- och skriv-
undervisning och den kunskap som i realiteten 
impregnerar denna. 

Ovanstående sagda styrker indirekt delar av 
förslagen angående en förändrad lärarutbild-
ning. (Dir.2007:103) I kommitténs direktiv 

Carin Jonsson
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tydliggörs behovet av att lärare som undervisar 
i de tidigare skolåren tillägnar sig fördjupade 
kunskaper i och om läs- och skrivlärande och 
undervisning. Rimliga frågor att i samman-
hanget ställa till kommittén , och till oss själva, 
blir: Vad är ämnet som ska fördjupas? Vilka 
kunskaper har vi om vilka kunskaper som ska 
fördjupas i samband med läs- och skrivlärande 
och undervisning?

Idag är det många intressenter inom olika 
ämnes- och kunskapsområden och discipli-
ner som redan befinner sig inom, eller känner 
sig manade att kliva in på, läs- och skrivfältet. 
Vilka kunskaper kommer ur ett framåtriktat 
perspektiv att genereras? Som jag förstår saken, 
måste svaret bli, det beror på vad ämnet är som 
ska fördjupas.

Låt oss titta lite bredvid och inrikta oss på det 
specialpedgogiska kunskapsområdet. Ett antal 
svenska seniora forskare har under 2007, på 
uppdrag av Vetenskapsrådet, sammanställt 
två gedigna kunskapsöversikter kring begrep-
pen specialpedagogik respektive dyslexi. (VR 
5:2007, 2:2007) Som disputerad inom peda-
gogiskt arbete och mer specifikt ämneskunnig 
inom läs- och skrivfältet har jag gjort en paral-
lell läsning av de två rapporterna. Innehållet i 
materialet styrker indirekt mitt avhandlings-

resultat att läs- respektive skrivfältet avspeglar 
två skilda kunskapsdiskurser. Kunskap kring 
läsning, läsprocesser och läsutveckling har ett 
starkt fäste i en specialpedagogisk kunskaps- 
och forskningstradition. Frågor som behandlar 
läsning, läsinlärning och läsundervisning ten-
derar att silas genom ett raster av förklaringar 
kring lässvårigheter, specifika lässvårigheter 
och dyslexi. Av detta följer att kunskapsområ-
det läs- och skrivlärande och undervisning får 
en stark slagsida mot genetiska, neurologiska 
och medicinska förklaringar kring vad läsning 
är och hur läsundervisningen ska bedrivas för 
att den enskilda eleven ska uppnå en rimlig nivå 
av förväntade studieresultat. Barns skrivande 
behandlas endast parentetiskt, vilket i sig får 
tolkas som att skrivforskning har vag förankring 
inom rådande läsdiskurs. (Jonsson, 2006)   

Inom nämnda diskurs har forskare visat ett 
starkt intresse för att reda ut samband mellan 
fonologisk medvetenhet och brister i läsförmåga. 
(VR, 2:2007) I Mats Myrbergs sammanfatt-
ning av den aktuella kunskapsöversikten kring 
det specialpedagogiska området med inriktning 
mot specifika läs- och skrivsvårigheter, dyslexi, 
skriver författaren: 

Today neuroscientists, linguists, cognitive psy-
chologists, researchers in special education en-
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gage in a frutiful cooperation schemes across 
scientific discipline boarders /…/ Even if we 
continue to make good progress in our know-
ledge of the neurological and genetic base 
for dyslexia, the fact that reading and wri-
ting are cultural phenomena remains” (VR 
2:2007, s. 99).

 
Detta citat utgör ett illustrativt exempel på vilka 
kunskaper som har hög prioritet bland svenska 
läsforskare med intresse för såväl specialpeda-
gogiska som pedagogiska frågor. I översikten, 
”Ref lektioner kring specialpedagogik – sex 
professorer om forskningsområdet och forsk-
ningsfronterna”, Vetenskapsrådets rapportserie 
2007, framgår att pedagogiska frågor tenderar 
att behandlas utifrån allmängiltiga principer i 
termer av prevention och intervention, där olika 
aspekter av normalitet och avvikelse står i fokus 
i samspelet mellan individ och omgivning. (VR 
5:2007). Bengt Persson, en av författarna i rap-
porten förklarar att det specialpedagogiska kun-
skapsområdet visserligen har rötter i den peda-
gogiska disciplinen, men den specifika uppgif-
ten handlar snarast om att stötta pedagogiken 
då variationen av elevers olikheter medför att 
den vanliga (min kursivering) pedagogiken inte 
räcker till. (VR 5:2007, s. 58). Huvudpoängen i 
resonemanget blir, som Eva Björck-Åkesson för-
klarar, att det generella handlar om pedagogik, 

det specifika, avser annorlunda (min kurivering) 
specialpedagogiska insatser för optimal utveck-
ling. (VR 2007, s. 91.). Minst två omedelbara 
problem synliggörs med detta. Det ena hand-
lar om att identifiera avgränsningarna mellan 
allmän- och specialpedagogik. Det andra hand-
lar om pedagogikämnet relaterat till andra kun-
skapsområden. När specialpedagogiken som 
forskningsområde diskuteras i den aktuella rap-
porten, varnar Claes Nilholm för psykologisk 
reduktionism och menar i princip att special-
pedagogiska frågeställningar kan inkluderas i 
pedagogiken. Han skriver: ”I vandringen från 
psykologi/medicin, över sociologi, till mer ren-
odlade pedagogiska frågor har delar av sällskapet 
aldrig lämnat ursprunget och andra har stannat 
på vägen”. (VR 5:2007, s. 112). Jerry Rosenqvist 
förklarar, i samma rapport, att grunden till mot-
sättningar inom det specialpedagogiska området 
handlar om avgränsningsproblem och norma-
tiva utgångspunkter med hänvisning till poli-
tiska beslut. Betoningen av det speciella syftar 
till att visa på det generella i specialpedagogi-
ken för att kunna göra en avgränsning gentemot 
pedagogiken. (VR 5:2007, s. 37 ff)

Det får anses vara klarlagt att specialpedago-
giken och dess hantering av läsinlärning står i 
beroendeställning till såväl psykologiska som 
medicinska traditioner (VR 5:2007, s. 37, s. 
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69, s. 87 ff. ). Men var finns allmänpedagogi-
ken med inriktning mot ”literacy”?

Jag återgår till Myrbergs citat här ovan. Å ena 
sidan åberopar författaren det goda samarbetet 
mellan företrädare för neurovetenskap, lingvis-
tik, kognitiv psykologi och forskare inom speci-
alpedagogik. Å andra sidan förklarar han att vi 
inte får glömma bort att läsande och skrivande 
samtidigt är uttryck för kulturella fenomen. På 
det sätt som presentationen görs framgår det inte 
vad det verkligen är, som inte får glömmas bort. 
Det framgår heller inte vilka vetenskapare som 
kan tänkas vara involverade i frågor som tang-
erar kunskapsområden med specifikt intresse 
för kulturella fenomen som en viktig aspekt av 
skriftspråkstillägnandet. 

Jag menar att vid utformandet av läs- och skriv-
lärande som ett grundutbildningsämne blir det 
ofrånkomligt att problematisera vad som avses 
med såväl specifikt och generellt som vanligt 
och annorlunda med hänsyn till elevers olikhe-
ter i samband med läsning och skrivning som 
ett kulturellt fenomen.

Som ett första försök till utmejsling av en kärna 
i läs- och skrivlärande som ett tvärvetenskap-
ligt grundutbildningsämne, anser jag det vara 
relevant att, med hänvisning till Myrbergs 

”summary” här ovan, försöka besvara min 
inledningsvis ställda fråga: Vilka kunskaper 
har vi om vilka kunskaper som ska fördju-
pas i samband med läs- och skrivlärande och 
undervisning?

I kommittédirektiven för en ny lärarutbildning 
framgår att lärare som undervisar i de tidigare 
skolåren behöver en bred och relevant ämnes-
mässig och pedagogisk kompetens. Särskilt fram-
hålls betydelsen av att förskollärare och lärare i 
de tidiga skolåren har djupa kunskaper i barns 
språkutveckling, liksom kunskaper om läs- och 
skrivinlärning. Vidare framhålls att samtliga 
inriktningar inom lärarutbildning ska ge läraren 
insikt om specialpedagogik. (Dir. 2007:103)
Min erfarenhet är att i diskussioner som har att 
göra med barns skriftspråkstillägnande tenderar 
argumenten att genomsyras av en skepsis som 
handlar om kvaliteten på undervisningen, inte 
sällan med fokus på vilka kunskaper och vilka 
forskningsrön som ska ges företräde, inte minst 
med hänsyn till elever med behov av särskilt 
stöd i läsning och skrivning. Beträffande läs- 
och skrivfältet har diskussionerna en grundton 
som handlar om att komma tillrätta med diskre-
pansen mellan rätten till ett skriftspråk och det 
faktum att elever lämnar skolan med allvarliga 
brister i skriftspråkskompetens.



99

Debatt

Jag tycker mig ha funnit belägg för att varken 
effektivitet, struktur och kontroll, eller hopplock 
av metodiska program där russinen plockas ur 
kakan, kan fullt ut förklara vad som krävs för 
en god- läs- och skrivundervisning. (Jonsson, 
2006) Lösningen att ha såväl breda som djupa 
handlingsteoretiska kunskaper om språk, lärpro-
cesser och läsmetodiska strategier transforme-
rade i didaktiska val får idag stöd från aktuell 
forskning. (Jonsson, 2006) Det argumenteras 
inte längre öppet om enskilda metoders överläg-
senhet, vare sig bland forskare eller bland prak-
tiker. Caroline Liberg, som idag får anses vara 
en auktoritet inom läs- och skrivfältet, lyfter 
fram fördelarna med så kallade ”balanserade 
läsprogram” där barnen tränas och utvecklas 
med fokus på såväl innehålls- som formaspek-
ter. (Liberg, 2004). 

Metodfrågan innefattar en gemensam och basal 
utgångspunkt uttryckt i såväl nationell som 
internationell läsforskning: Barnet måste kunna 
distansera sig från språkets innehållssida, tala 
om språket, för att förstå de principer som är 
grundläggande för skriven text. I frågan om hur 
detta går till, eller ska gå till i termer av lärande 
och undervisning, så splittras bilden på nytt. Jag 
avser exempelvis principer som handlar om del 
och helhet, enkelhet och komplexitet, turord-
ning och parallellitet i förhållande till barnet 

och dess drivkrafter för lärande. (Jonsson, 2006) 
Den omdiskuterade frågan om helhet eller del, 
analytiskt eller syntetiskt kan med detta sägas 
ha omformulerats. Från att handla om vilken 
färdighet som ska tränas på bekostnad av en 
annan har fokus förflyttats till att handla om 
vilka färdigheter och insikter som blir särskilt 
viktiga att framhålla när vi utgår från att det 
är viktigt att barnet verkligen har ett språk för 
att just kunna tala om språket. (Nyström, 2002, 
Jonsson, 2006)

Det samförstånd som kan läsas in här ovan kan 
vidare förstås med hänvisning till den väl för-
ankrade ambitionen att förklara att konsensus 
äntligen uppnåtts inom läsfältet. Vilka tänkbara 
bakomliggande processer har föregått en sådan 
insikt?  Konsensusidén kring läsning lanserades 
av Anita Hjälme i avhandlingen ”Kan man bli 
klok på läsdebatten? Analys av en pedagogisk 
kontrovers.” (Hjälme 1999). Hjälme visar, med 
hänvisning till amerikansk och svensk forskning, 
att kontroversen förändras när metodfrågan inte 
längre blivit intressant att diskutera. Författaren 
ser redan i början av 90-talet tydliga tendenser 
till att diskussionerna kring läsmetodiska stra-
tegier övergår till att handla om specialpeda-
gogiska ställningstaganden kring läsinlärning 
och läs- och skrivsvårigheter/dyslexi. Fyra år 
senare, i Skolverksrapporten ”Att skapa konsen-
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sus om skolans insatser för att motverka läs- och 
skrivsvårigheter”, ges konsensusidén en delvis 
annorlunda framtoning än den som framfördes 
av Hjälme, och som primärt handlade om den 
polariserade pedagogiska debatten kring synte-
tiska eller analytiska läsmetoder. (Skolverket, 
2003) Genom rapporten kommer konsensusidén 
kring läsning att lanseras främst som en speci-
alpedagogisk angelägenhet i syfte att framhålla 
det samförstånd som anses råda mellan forskare 
och praktiker. I rapporten sammanförs forskar-
röster med intervjuinslag från verksamma peda-
goger i skolan. Översikten, ”Att läsa och skriva. 
En kunskapsöversikt baserad på forskning och 
beprövad erfarenhet” publicerades samma år. 
(Myndigheten för skolutveckling, 2003) Den 
senare rapporten hade sitt ursprung i regerings-
uppdraget att skriva fram identifierade och pre-
dicerade möjligheter till en god undervisning 
och en gynnsam läs- och skrivutveckling för 
det enskilda barnet. I den tidigare publicerade 
rapporten finns, menar jag, en implicit grund-
idé om konsensus som i stora delar avspeglar 
innehållet i konsensusrapporten. Samförståndet 
uttrycks med hänvisning till en kunskapsproduk-
tion som präglas av det starka inflytandet från 
vetenskapliga discipliner vilka primärt inte har 
att hantera pedagogiska och didaktiska frågor, 
men av tradition likväl gör det. Som en följd av 
uppdragets karaktär blir det ofrånkomligt att 

framförda konsensusidéer, såsom de uttrycks i 
rapporterna, både speglar vilken kunskap som 
har vetenskaplig dignitet inom området och sam-
tidigt har skolpolitisk förankring.

Ur vetenskapligt perspektiv kan idén om över-
gripande konsensus, baserad på etablerade san-
ningar, verka såväl produktivt som kontrapro-
duktivt. En rimlig möjlighet kan vara att kon-
sensus i sig förebådar ett vetenskapligt skifte. 
Det vill säga, forskningsföreträdare är, med 
hänvisning till den ”kunskapsplattform” som 
identifierats redan på väg mot något nytt, eller 
åtminstone annorlunda. En annan möjlighet är 
att företrädare för den ”plattform” som definie-
rats förhåller sig kategoriskt kallsinniga till att 
svar omprövas och nya frågor ställs. Eller som 
Christer Fritzell uttycker saken:  
  

Den konsensus som uppnås blir till synes mer 
övertygande, ju mer de aktuella tillfällighe-
terna och reella förutsättningarna får komma 
till uttryck. Ju mer den makt att styra utfal-
let tillåter den utan makt att framföra sina 
åsikter, desto tydligare tycks det som att var 
och en fått bidra till uppkommen enighet. 
Att denna redan baseras på de strukturellt 
givna villkoren försvinner ur sikte om inte 
också dessa villkor i grunden kan ifrågasät-
tas. (Fritzell, 2003, s. 4.)
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När jag i olika sammanhang tillfrågats om mitt 
forskningsintresse har jag ofta mött den spon-
tana kommentaren – ”Jaha, du skriver om läs- 
och skrivsvårigheter och dyslexi”. Jag måste då 
tillstå att mitt kompetensområde inte ligger 
inom det specialpedagogiska området i termer 
av sträng disciplinär tillhörighet och veten-
skaplig kompetens. Talar jag däremot i termer 
av social och personlig kompetens grundad i 
praktisk yrkeserfarenhet och Pedagogiskt arbete 
blir svaret genast mer komplicerat. Jag menar att 
ingen lärare, lärarutbildare eller läs- och skriv-
forskare kan negligera det faktum att vi på ett 
eller annat sätt har att förhålla oss till specialpe-
dagogiken som kunskapsområde oavsett studie-
objekt och teoretiska perspektiv. Som forskare i 
Pedagogiskt arbete har jag insett värdet av- och 
problemen med disciplinära avgränsningar när 
specialpedagogisk kunskap ska relateras till den 
pedagogiska praktiken. Jag hävdar att lärare 
inom lärarutbildningskurser där läs- och skriv-
fältet behandlas måste ha kunskap om det gene-
rella för att förstå det specifika och vise versa. I 
klartext innebär det att den ena handen, måste 
veta vad den andra gör. Den blivande klasslära-
ren och specialläraren/specialpedagogen måste 
erbjudas möjligheter att under sin utbildning, 
bli förtrogen med att pröva teoretiska perspektiv 
och i förlängningen argumentera för sina hand-
lingar inför såväl allmän- som ämnesspecifika, 

gemensamma och särskiljande pedagogiska pro-
blem. Allt för att undvika slutlig fixering grun-
dad i slentrianmässig begreppsanvändning och 
vetenskaplig undergivenhet oavsett vi talar om 
lärande och undervisning på individuell-, verk-
samhets- eller systemnivå.

Ann Ahlberg har funnit att vid en läsning av 
styrdokumenten för skolan framstår special-
pedagogik som i princip giltigt för alla elever, 
inte endast elever i behov av särskilt stöd. (VR 
5:2007, s. 79) Björck- Åkesson menar att formu-
leringen ”elever i behov av särskilt stöd”, skapar i 
sig nödvändigheten av det särskilt pedagogiska, 
med andra ord specialpedagogiken, för att före-
bygga risksituationer med långtgående konse-
kvenser för individen i skola och senare utbild-
ningssammanhang. (VR, 5:2007, s. 86). 

Jag utgår från att språket påverkar vårt sätt att 
tänka och agera. Språket kan i den meningen 
sägas både möjliggöra och begränsa vetandet. 
Användningen av språket i kombination med 
andra kulturella ”praktiker” har betydelse för 
vad som händer med barnet som samhällsva-
relse och kulturell individ. Med utgångspunkt i 
min kunskapsöversikt kring läs- och skrivfältet 
tycker jag mig ha belägg för att hävda att skolan 
som undervisningskontext bidrar till en socia-
lisering genom såväl funktionell som kulturell 
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anpassning under inflytande av aktörernas, såväl 
lärarnas som elevernas, individuella preferenser 
och den räcka av situationer i vilka individerna 
kan och tillåts agera. I den meningen skulle 
man kunna hävda att den som undervisar och 
den som blir undervisad, genom olika medie-
rade förebilder, självständigt idémässigt och i 
konkret handling bearbetar och omskapar sina 
egna ”efterbilder”, föreställningar. Dessa kan i 
sin tur i mötet med andra antingen accepteras 
eller förkastas som just förebilder. (Jonsson, 
2006). Prövar vi ovanstående resonemang på 
forskarsamhälle och etablerade sanningar, kan 
effekten bli att det som under en viss tid upp-
fattas som ”bredvid” riskerar att hamna utanför 
de kategorier av perspektiv och kunnande som 
upprättats. (Ahlberg, 2007, s. 73). Denna trög-
het är i sig inte problematisk, den borgar också 
för uppfyllande av krav på försiktighet, nog-
grannhet och valida forskningsresultat.      

Med detta återkommer jag till direktiven för en 
ny lärarutbildning och kraven på djupa ämnes-
kunskaper och pedagogisk skicklighet. Vad är 
ämnet? Vilken är den identifierbara kärna ur 
vilken ”literacy” som ett grundutbildnings-
ämne och verksamhetsområde kan växa fram 
och formuleras? Jag tänker mig läs- och skriv-
lärande, ”literacy”, som ett tvärvetenskapligt 
grundutbildningsämne. Ämnet omfattar då 

ett kunskapsområde som visserligen är avgrän-
sat men samtidigt bredare än en disciplin. Jag 
utgår från att utformningen av kunskapsområ-
det ”literacy” kräver interdisciplinära möten och 
en öppenhet inför systemiska angreppssätt, där 
olika teoretiska perspektiv och relationer mellan 
dessa åberopas. Med detta kan den blivande lära-
ren erbjudas kunskaper att förhålla sig till och 
i pedagogisk handling pröva med hänvisning 
till ett brett och djupt spektra av samvarierande 
aspekter på läs- och skrivlärande och undervis-
ning. Allt för att kunna ställa sig den av Ahlberg 
initierade frågan: Hur är kunskapen beskaffad? 
(Ahlberg, 5:2007) ”Literacy” som ett grundut-
bildningsämne äger med detta potentialen att 
kunna utvecklas till en gemensam handflata av 
teoretiska perspektiv utan att tappa kontakten 
med det didaktiska uppdragets fem ”varförfing-
rar”: Vad? Vem? Hur? Var? När? 
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Den värdefulla praktiken. Yrkes-
etik i pedagogers vardag
Stockholm: Runa
Kennert Orlenius & Airi Bigsten

Filosofen Ludwig Wittgenstein var skeptisk till 
etikens kunskapsanspråk. I ”En föreläsning om 
etik” skriver han: ”Etiken kan – så länge som 
den härrör från begäret att säga någonting om 
den yttersta meningen om livet, det absoluta 
goda, det absolut värdefulla – inte vara en veten-
skap. Vad den säger lägger överhuvudtaget ing-
enting meningsfullt till vår kunskap. Men den 
påvisar en tendens i det mänskliga tänkandet 
som jag personligen inte kan låta bli att att djupt 
respektera, och jag skulle inte för mitt liv förlöj-
liga den” (Wittgenstein 2001, s. 30). 

Den värdefulla praktiken. Yrkesetik i pedagogers 
vardag av Kennert Orlenius och Airi Bigsten 
har inga anspråk på att säga någonting om den 
yttersta meningen med livet eller någonting i 
den stilen. Även om deras perspektiv är nära 

Joakim Lindgren

knutet till skolans värdegrund, som kan tolkas 
som en absolut moralisk viljeyttring, rör de sig 
främst inom den deskriptiva etiken. De är vad 
man skulle kunna kalla antropologer inom skol-
områdets etik. De vill synliggöra och bidra till 
förståelse av den moraliska dimension som all 
pedagogisk verksamhet rymmer. ”Vår utgångs-
punkt”, skriver de, ”är att lärararbetet är ett 
moraliskt projekt. Genom sina handlingar för-
medlar och gestaltar lärare varje dag moral i sin 
verksamhet, direkt eller indirekt. Den moraliska 
dimensionen är inbäddad i undervisningen och 
utgör inte enbart en biprodukt eller aspekt. (...) 
Praktiken är full av underliggande värden som 
utgör grunden för lärares handlingar, värden 
som förmedlas och gestaltas och får avgörande 
betydelse för det uppväxande släktet, nu och 
deras framtid (sic!). Därför kan man tala om 
den värdefulla praktiken i dubbel betydelse” (s. 
7). Författarna hoppas i förlängningen kunna 
vara stöd åt pedagoger i arbetet med att för-
verkliga och legitimera sitt yrkesetiska uppdrag 
som det formuleras i styrdokument och riktlin-
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jer. En förutsättning för detta, menar de, är att 
pedagoger upptäcker  och förmår verbalisera 
praktiken. Språket – begreppen, modellerna 
och teorierna – är redskapet för detta. Tilläg-
nandet av ett eget språk skapar möjligheter för 
att kunna kritiskt granska det egna pedagogiska 
arbetet och därmed möjligheter för en fortsatt 
professionell yrkesetisk utveckling. Författarna 
vill också bistå läraren i att förklara och legiti-
mera sina mål och handlingar utåt. Kraven på 
detta har ökat som en konsekvens av att skolan 
och läraren blivit indragna i en allomfattande 
utvärderingskultur där elever, föräldrar, politi-
ker och andra mäter, bedömer, ställer krav och 
utkräver ansvar på ett sätt som den traditionella 
yrkesrollen inte förmår hantera. Som författarna 
framhåller är lärarrollen av tradition handlings-
inriktad och baserad på en tyst kunskap som 
framförallt visar sig i handlingar. 

Jag har några mindre invändningar mot boken. 
En detalj som stör mig är att Orlenius (som är 
ansvarig för huvuddelen av boken) lutar sig mot 
John Dewey när han vill problematisera att lära-
res uppmärksamhet alltför ofta inriktar sig på 
elevernas moraliska liv som en ”vaksamhet över 
misstag som rör anpassning till skolans regler 
och rutiner” (s. 105). Deweys egen övervakning 
och förföljelse av ”oamerikanska” invandrar-
grupper under 1910-talet var faktiskt så över-

tygande att amerikanska underrättelsetjänsten, 
vilka han hade nära samarbete med, faktiskt 
erbjöd honom en fast tjänst! Där kan man verk-
ligen tala om vaksamhet över människors mora-
liska liv... John Dewey var en briljant filosof och 
hans moraliska defekter ska inte hindra oss att 
gå i dialog med honom – men hans ord i denna 
typ av frågor ekar för alltid tomma. 

Jag reser också några frågetecken inför Orlenius 
diagnos av samhällsutvecklingen vilken kopplas 
till förändrade ”förutsättningar för individers 
lärande och identitet” (s. 87). Utgångspunkten 
i boken är att samhället utvecklats från ett reli-
giöst och kommunitaristiskt jordbrukssamhälle, 
via ett liberalt industrisamhälle till ett nuva-
rande postmodernt (värderelativistiskt) kun-
skaps- och kommunikationssamhälle. Själva 
huvudpoängen, att struktur och tradition, kol-
lektivism och auktoritet ersatts av flexibilitet och 
förändring, individualism och autonomi torde 
väl vara ganska allmänt accepterad. Men sam-
tidigt gör bokens schematiska översikt alltför 
mycket våld på dynamiken i samhällsutveck-
lingen och dess sammanflätning med etiska 
och moraliska frågor. Till exempel är ju dagens 
unga (märkligt nog) mer religiösa än sina för-
äldrar och mor- och farföräldrar! Samhällets 
socialiserande effekt på värde- och normför-
skjutning måste alltså rymma någon form av 
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religiös dynamik som i sin tur borde ha viss 
inverkan på de frågor som boken diskuterar. 
Re-traditionaliseringen inom särskilt social- och 
arbetsmarknadspolitiken (men också utbild-
ningspolitiken) med ökad betoning på plikt och 
ansvar skär också rakt i genom Orlenius modell 
för samhällsstrukturell förändring. Det finns 
heller inte något empiriskt stöd för att yngre 
generationer skulle vara hedonister utan tanke 
på framtiden. Tvärtom pekar de flesta empiriska 
studier på att den traditionella framtidsoriente-
rade arbetsmoralen framgångsrikt reproduceras. 
Problemet tycks egentligen vara det motsatta, 
nämligen att en central konflikt i unga män-
niskors liv, med Tomas Ziehes ord, växer ”ur 
lidandet under allt det som de ska klara av i sina 
liv” (Ziehe 2000, s 85). Märkligt nog diskuterar 
boken faktiskt hur skolan i växande grad präg-
las av prestationsfixering, individuell konkur-
rensmentalitet och ökande stress (som tenderar 
att motverka förverkligandet av värdegrunds-
målen). Detta harmonierar inte med bilden av 
unga som bekymmerslösa livsnjutare.

Vidare är de kommunitaristiska värdegemenska-
per, som i boken placeras på historiens soptipp, 
snarast att betrakta som ett utmärkande drag 
för vår tid; religiösa- och etniska grupper, bögar, 
jämställdhets- och miljörörelsen; alla driver de 
sina egna agendor och alla utgör de olika former 

av moraliska gemenskaper och projekt. Inom 
den politiska filosofin är det just denna kom-
plicerade situation som utgör utgångspunkt för 
diskussionen. Det är s.a.s. den samtidiga närva-
ron och konflikten mellan normsystem i dagens 
samhälle som är pedagogens kanske största 
utmaning. Orlenius känner givetvis också till 
detta. Tyvärr kommunicerar texten inte riktigt 
detta. Kanske visar dessa invändningar främst 
på en ”risk” med att kombinera en relativt nära 
och komplex beskrivning av skolans moraliska 
problem med denna form av idealtypiska och 
schematiska översikt. Kombinationen inbjuder 
helt enkelt den misstänksamme läsaren att söka 
efter motsättningar och paradoxer.

I boken förekommer också en intressant analys 
av själva det kunskapsområde som den är en 
del av och som i vissa fall benämns med den i 
mina ögon olyckliga termen värdepedagogik. 
Diskussionen kring denna term kunde med 
fördel ha relaterats till bokens huvudbudskap; 
allt pedagogiskt arbete är moraliskt. Termen i 
fråga signalerar nämligen ett föråldrat idémäs-
sigt släktskap med kantianska distinktioner lik-
nande den mellan fakta och värden och därmed 
en slags tro på att det finns en viss punkt där 
pedagogiken blir specifikt moralisk. Den främ-
sta invändningen som Orlenius framhåller mot 
termen värdepedagogik är att framväxten av 
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”bindestreckspedagogik” skapar inflation i det 
pedagogiska kunskapsfältet. Det är i och för sig 
riktigt, men det viktiga i detta sammanhang 
är snarast att det finns en uppenbar skillnad i 
relationer mellan moderdisciplinen pedagogik 
och å ena sidan värde-pedagogik och å andra 
sidan t. ex. idrotts-pedagogik, vård-pedagogik 
och vuxen-pedagogik. Denna skillnad kan för-
stås utifrån Russel och Whiteheads (1910) teori 
om logiska nivåer. Helt kort innebär denna teori 
att det måste finnas en logisk åtskillnad mellan 
klassen och de medlemmar som ingår i klassen 
– ingen klass kan samtidigt vara medlem i sin 
egen klass. All pedagogik, liksom alla varian-
ter av bindestreckspedagogiker, har en moralisk 
dimension, men de fokuserar inte alla idrott, 
vård eller vuxna människor. Av den anledningen 
kan man motivera olika former av inriktning, 
men inte en värdepedagogisk sådan. Värdepe-
dagogik är en tautologi.

Invändningarna till trots är Den värdefulla 
praktiken en genomgående klok och sympatisk 
bok som rymmer en ödmjukhet inför läraryrkets 
och den pedagogiska praktikens komplexitet. 
Detta är något som ibland saknas i texter inom 
detta område. På andra håll kan man finna en 
närmast naiv utopisk tro på att det goda argu-
mentet eller den goda talsituationen ska kunna 
lösa meningsskiljaktligheter och konflikter som 

i praktiken helt enkelt är olösliga och måste få 
vara det. I Den värdefulla praktiken finns ingen 
metod med stort M och författarna förhåller sig 
inte normativa till den läsande pedagogen utan 
erbjuder varken mer eller mindre än ”redskap för 
tänkandet om svåra frågor” (s. 58). Den ideale 
(och givetvis ouppnåelige) läraren som fram-
träder i boken följer inget enskilt moralfiloso-
fiskt perspektiv utan är en reflexiv och lyhörd 
eklektiker. Orlenius skriver att pedagogen ska 
”kunna se och identifiera komplexiteten, att ha 
redskap för att dels handla på ett ansvarigt sätt, 
dels för att resonera med sig själv och andra uti-
från vilka grunder och principer man kan eller 
bör agera ...” (s. 100). I boken används ett antal 
komplicerade vardagliga pedagogiska situatio-
ner som utgångspunkt för att diskutera detta. 
Det är bara att hoppas att många pedagoger vill 
vara med i denna diskussion.

Litteratur:
Russel, Bertrand & Whitehead, Alfred North (1910). Prin-

cipia Mathematica. Cambridge: University press

Wittgenstein, Ludwig (2001). En föreläsning om etik i 
Backström, Joel & Torrkulla, Göran (red.), Moralfiloso-
fiska essäer. Stockholm: Thales

Ziehe, Thomas (2000) Adjö till 70-talet i Bjerg, Jens (red.), 
Pedagogik. En grundbok. Stockholm: Liber
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