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• Education is central to the knowledge base of society, groups and 
individuals. Yet education also, like health, is a public institution, central 
to the production and reproduction of distributive injustices. Biases in 
the form, content, access and opportunities of education have 
consequences not only for the economy; these biases can reach down 
to drain the very springs of affirmation, motivation and imagination. In 
this way such biases can become, and often are, an economic and 
cultural threat to democracy. Education can have a crucial role in 
creating tomorrow’s optimism in the context of today’s pessimism. But 
if it is to do this then we must have an analysis of the social biases in 
education. These biases lie deep within the very structure of the 
educational system’s processes of transmission and acquisition and 
their social assumptions (Bernstein, 2000, p. xix).



Lessons from the project

• 11 journal articles

• 5 book chapters

• 1 book

• Last article in progress – a critical 
concept of employability



Analysed Data Sets – from pedagogic quality 
and inequality project
• 98 biographical interviews (recorded on lifegrids) and digitally 

recorded interviews with first year students; 

• 31 student case studies (longitudinal);

• Interviews with seminar tutors and key informants (16);

• 12 (3x4) videos of seminars;

• Students’ work each year (+ focus group);

• Curricula, Departmental and Institutional Documents;

• Statistical data (Institutional and National);

• Analysis of relevant policy documents (National and International);

• Survey of over 750 students;

• Field-notes

• Post-graduation follow-up (10 email or telephone interviews)

• Also

• Postgraduate Experience Project (STEM)

• Teaching Excellence in the Disciplines

https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/file
s/downloads/teaching_excellence_in_the_
disciplines.pdf

• Socially Just Knowledge Project (INCLUTE 
EU Project)

https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/downloads/teaching_excellence_in_the_disciplines.pdf


Opportunities within curricula:

• To identify and critique biases within knowledge generation 
(Distributive Rules)

• To re-think exclusions and inclusions through curricula and 
pedagogy (Recontextualisation Rules)

• To challenge relationship between humanities and social sciences 
and employment\employability (Evaluation Rules)



Curricula

• Through curricula, ideas of higher education are put into action. Through 
curricula, too, values, beliefs and principles in relation to learning, 
understanding, knowledge, disciplines, individuality and society are 
realized. Yet these profoundly important matters are hardly ever raised. It 
is as if there is tacit agreement that these are not matters for polite 
company. Barnett and Coate, 2005, p. 25.

• Girls are seen as more timid and more fragile … but why? It’s because it’s 
always been like that and it’s engraved in society …  and then males – I’m 
not saying everyone, but most people really, really do think that ‘Oh yeah I 
need to protect the girls’ and it makes you think about your own life, 
especially where I come from, an Asian culture where there’s more male 
dominance … and its not anybody’s fault it’s just what they’ve been taught.’ 
(Leena, Diversity, Working Class, British Bangladeshi)



Students identities and historically derived 
cultures
Students come into the school or university classroom with powerful 
ideas and constructs about the past, present, and future.  They carry 
knowledge of a past in which they did not live or experience, and yet it 
is knowledge that has profound individual and social consequences 
for how they live, how they learn, and how they see.  (Jonathan D. 
Jansen, 2009) 

And people talk about council housing. You know I live in a council house and 
then other people say ‘oh some people on the other side of the borough live 
in a council house and we find it very novel’. It is like it is really strange. It is 
quite hard to have that kind of discussion in an academic environment. And 
some people never have a kind of experience of may be the realities of what 
they are studying. If that makes sense. Ehm and that is just one of the things.  
(Ed, Working Class, Black British, Selective) 



Curricula

• Interviewer: And what happened in the context in which you were learning? A 
different university will be different I suppose. I am sure they would be. While 
they got hold of theory, the theory and real life interrelationship was not 
happening properly?

• Ed: Yeah, to the detriment of the kind of course. What has been fantastic is that 
I have imagined - I don’t know if I am being romantic and thinking about things I 
have seen in films- but if we did say something about housing I might be saying to 
everybody for one week this term you will be doing some volunteering work in a 
homeless shelter. Dealing with real people. And I think that would be a fantastic 
way to kind of really bringing home… that is the best kind of education you can 
get. I know that sounds a bit silly but I think it would be quite an important way…. 
Or even stimulating that opportunity and supporting it, but I felt I had to do that 
myself as a kind of extra. You know, they were quite content for you just read 
about it. Rather than trying to experience it or even just meet people who are 
represented in different ways by policies or what we are learning about. 



Knowledge of the powerful

How a society selects, classifies, distributes, transmits and evaluates the 
educational knowledge it considers to be public reflects both the distribution of 
power and the principles of social control… Educational knowledge is a major 
regulator of the structure of experience. (Bernstein, 1975, p.85)

So it is a conflict between knowing that I should take … I can take advantage of 
these privileges that I have to better advance myself. But it is in a sort of 
hypocritical, very hypocritical. Because where I want to be at a certain point, will be 
in a position of a certain amount of power where I can make decisions  that will 
impact peoples’ lives. But to get there I will have to go against basic  principles.  I 
have to re-enact and reinforce …I will need to go to somewhere like Cambridge. 
And that is the only way I can do it. Not the only way but it is certainly ……. if I 
didn’t do that it would take me a lot longer. And I think it would be much more 
difficult. (Esther, Prestige, ‘Third Culture Kid)



Powerful Knowledge

• Curricula give access to esoteric knowledge and do open up a 
‘potential discursive gap’ ‘ This gap can become (not always) a site for 
alternative possibilities, for alternative realisations of the relation 
between the material and the immaterial. The gap itself can change 
the relation between the material and the immaterial.  This potential 
gap or space I will suggest is the site for the unthinkable, the site of 
the impossible, and this site can clearly be beneficial and dangerous 
at the same time’ (Bernstein, 2000, p. 30)



Transforming knowledge, 
curriculum, pedagogy and society.

• The role of universities in reproducing 
inequalities through knowledge, curriculum and 
pedagogy

• Using and developing new theoretical and 
conceptual ideas to reframe understanding to 
inform policy and practice



Theories of knowledge suggest that as academic 
departments have the potential to reproduce 
and\or disrupt inequalities through curricula
• The knowledge taught in universities is 

‘powerful’ and potentially transformative 
(Bernstein, 2000; Fricker, 2008; McLean et 
al, 2017; Young, 2008 ).

• Academic knowledge itself is distorted by 
the biases and power relations

• Inequalities are embedded in knowledge 
and practices of  academic departments 
(Feminist Perspectives (Smith, 1990), 
Postcolonial Perspectives (Connell, 2007); 
Critical race\ethnicity (hooks, 1994); 
Disability Studies (McRuer, 2018); social 
class (Freire, 1968).   



Codes (strong and weak classifications and 
framings)
• Codes explicitly and implicitly ‘select and integrate relevant meanings’ and 

translate ‘power and control into principles of communication’ Bernstein 
(2000: 109) .  They ‘differentially regulate forms of consciousness’ including 
our understanding of what groups of people are valid producers of 
disciplinary knowledge (Bernstein, 2000: 4). 

• Classifications convey power: by defining the relations between things they 
assert boundaries.  (e.g. Who or what is a valid object of study; Who is a 
valid knower (texts –core and sub); Who are the students)

• Framings convey control: ‘regulates the relations’ within a discipline, but 
also defines how a discipline is realised in contexts inside and outside of 
the university setting (Bernstein, 2000: 12). e.g. timing and pacing of 
curricula and determines who can speak with authority about what at 
which stage of their studies. 



The Pedagogic Device: potential to identify 
how to weaken codes 
• PD - regulates and produces pedagogic communication through three 

sets of rules that act ‘selectively’ on the possible universe of 
knowledge that is ‘available to be pedagogised’ within a given 
discipline (Bernstein, 2000: 27). 

Distributive rules (related to the division of labour – inside and outside 
universities – distribute powerful knowledge) (affects of power on 
defining the field)

Recontextualisation rules (what\whose knowledge is selected and 
why?)

Evaluative rules (assessment but also employment – not just provider 
of skills and knowledge defined by employers- unjust knowledge 
structures and perspectives are embedded in their practices). 


