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The project in short

The purpose of the project is to explore the role of the cultural practices in the classroom and the social background of the pupils in relation to the pupils’ opportunities for inclusion and learning in upper secondary education. What are the pupils’ different opportunities for participation (strategies of schooling and learning, positions and positionings) in the classroom in the Danish upper secondary education and how is this related to social class, gender and the culture of the Danish upper secondary education as it appears in the classroom? What are the pupils different ways of being and becoming pupils in the Danish upper secondary education and how is this related to the pupils social background, gender and the classroom(learning)culture? What is the role of the social and the academic relations and the cultural practice in the classroom in relation to the pupils’ participation, inclusion, marginalisation and exclusion? 

The backbone of the project is the relational structures between the pupils and the cultural practice in education, and specifically the role of the social and academic relations and inequalities within social processes inside the school. My research perspective is relational and social, and my main focus is on the cultural practises of schooling, pupils strategies and positions. To understand the social differences and possibilities of mobility within the Danish upper secondary education you have to understand the social productions of stratification and diversities within the classroom (the school and the education) as this is very essential to the pupils’ different ways of becoming and being pupils and to their possibilities of participation and inclusion. 

My interest in the project is, however, not just to determine the role of social structures in relation to reproduction and inequality, but also to find moments, relations and contexts of possibilities of changes and equality in the upper secondary education. The aim of these findings is to be able to determine how upper secondary education can support, acknowledge and include pupils from non-academic backgrounds.

The project is an empirical study with observations and interviews of pupils (and teachers) in five classes in five upper secondary educations with different profile and geographic locations (rural and urban). I observe the five classes and interviews selected pupils in the beginning of their first year and again in the beginning of their final year in the upper secondary education. The pupils’ experiences and reflections on their way of being and becoming pupils in the upper secondary education is in focus. What are the pupils’ experiences with the differences, and how does this reflect on the relation between the pupils (social class and gender) and the school culture (context)? 
Equal opportunities in education – social diversities and learning cultures
My approach to this project is shaped by an interest in the sociological aspects of equal opportune​ties in education, the popularity of the Danish upper secondary education among youngsters, and an understanding of learning as a social phenomenon. The research questions for the project have their starting point in the actual challenges of the Danish upper secondary education today:

The recruitment of upper secondary education has increased dramatically from 6,1% of a youth in 1955 to 34,4 % in 1996 (Uvm 1998). Today it is nearly 60% of a youth who choose the upper secondary education (academic and commercial upper secondary education). This has had an influence on the social composition of the pupils in the school. For example in 1960 the amount of workingclass pupils were 8 %, in 1976 16 % (Hansen 1997). In 2005 more than 40% of secondary pupils’ parents had a vocational education as their highest education, while half of the pupils had parents with a higher education (Ulriksen and others 2009). Pupils’ cultural and social background is therefore more complex than previously. The challenge of the education is now to be able to include pupils with a more diverse background in terms of knowledge, experience, culture and language in relation to the secondary school.

Evidence suggests that social difference and inequality in access to secondary education (and higher education) has changed to be as much about inequality within the education and in the possibility of inclusion in the education. Studies shows that pupils with parents with a medium or long higher education on average have better exams results than other students (Gallup, Klausen 2008, Wiese 2004). There is a greater likelihood that children of parents with a short education are becoming dropouts in the upper secondary education (The Economic Council 2003). And pupils from social backgrounds characterized by not having upper secondary education have difficulties in being included in the school culture of upper secondary education (Ulriksen and others 2009). Statistical reports that there remains a disparity in intergenerational educational an occupational chances between different social classes (Hunter and others 2003, Ekspertgruppen1999, Benjaminsen 2006). The need for a social perspective on the analysis of the pupils opportunities to complete their education with satisfying academic and personal benefit thus remains topical. It is important to look into the internal differences in school practice to understand the role of education in production and reproduction of social positions in society. 

Existing research shows social patterns of educational choices and equal opportunities in the Danish education. Here the youth course study (Hansen 1995) is central, but also recent studies show that parental education has a crucial impact on young people's educational choices, rather over economic resources (Hunter and Holmes 2004, Thompson 2008)

Equally, there is research which focus on the social segregation inside the school by analyzing the importance of interaction between the school's requirements, standards, values and norms, and values and norms that students bring with them from their home culture (Willis 1978, Kryger 1988, Nielsen m. fl. 2005, Frykman 2005). But all these studies have focused on primary education, and some with university education (Bourdieu 1988, Trondman 1994, Hasse 2002, Thompson 20081).

When it comes to qualitative studies of social reproduction and mobility in the Danish upper secondary school, research is sparsely. A project with focus on those pupils who manage well in the Danish secondary schools although their parents were uneducated (Elsborg and others 2005, 2006) and a project with focus on the pupils from low educated environments and their experiences in meeting the Danish upper secondary school and how to be included and do well in the school (Ulriksen and others 2009) is among the few Danish studies in the field. With this ph.d.project I intend to go more directly into the culture, social relations and the education in the Danish upper secondary education in order to be able to characterize the social and cultural mechanisms for in- and exclusion inside the education which contributes to the social inequalities in the school. 

This research is important for the pupils, the schools and the teachers. But it is also important to the society, both economically and democratically. The research contributes to a larger and better educated workforce and a more equal access to social positions in the society. Finally, the project is a contribution to the political goal that 95% of a youth must have a secondary education and 50% a higher education (Regeringen 2006). Education should be a good thing and a social right for everybody.

Cultural practices, opportunities of learning and changes 

My approach to this project is as mentioned shaped by an interest in the sociological aspects of equal opportunities in education, and therefore the project builds on Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology of education. Thus, I will combine sociology of education with theories of learning and of social practice in order to explain why equality in education is difficult, and also to identify opportunities for changes of the culture and the teaching. It is important not only to determine the role of social structures in relation to reproduction and inequality, but also to find moments, relations and contexts of possibilities for chances and equality in the upper secondary education.

The main purpose of my Ph.D. project is to highlight the importance of the social context in the education, the pupils’ different opportunities of learning and participating within the social context of the classroom, and to consider the pupils difficulties as social challenges in the education and not (only) as individual challenges. 

Social and cultural processes are central to learning, and the activity settings in the education are important for the pupils learning. From my perspective it is vital to focus on how the individuals participate in particular school activities and how they draw on artefacts, tools and social others to solve different problems when trying to understand their learning in the upper secondary education.   Furthermore, I will include the connections between the pupils’ social position in relation to societal categories as social class, gender and ethnicity and the culture and values of the institution to understand the pupils’ participation in the education. My interests are in the culture of the Danish upper secondary education and in how the pupils (and the teachers) 'do the upper secondary education' and what it does to the students' different positions and the positioning of themselves and each other. It is with this particular look I try to explore the cultural school practices in the classroom and its impact on the pupils retention and drop-out. In other words I try to characterize in- and exclusion mechanisms in the class, the hierarchical structures among the class members and what impact this has on the pupils understanding of themselves, the other pupils in the class and education. My eyes are especially on the cultural practices in the specific class and on the social relations between the class members, and how this impact on the pupils positions and positioning. In this term the concept of culture can be described as a practical concept with which I seek to understand the practice in the school, in and outside the teaching, and how it is creating different opportunities and conditions for the pupils participation, retention and drop-out. 

According to Bourdieu social reproduction is mediated by culture. Individuals are being and act according to the way they were socialized and possess a particular kind of cultural and symbolic capital that is differentially valued by the broader society and its institutions. In this perspective the questions to be asked is what kind of cultural and social capitals are leading to success in the upper secondary education and what kinds lead to school failure? In what aspect are these capitals connected to different social backgrounds? And what does this mean for the relations among the pupil, their relations to the school and to the teachers? McDermott and Varennes' (1995) view on failure as not something pupils achieve, but rather something that schools and cultures achieve in a grade based system is very interesting in this perspective. The problem with the schooling is that a lot of people learn that they are not clever enough (McDermott & Varenne 1995). I find interest in the sociology of education and in critical theorists within sociocultural studies who are looking for explanations of different pupils/students underachievement in the school as a product of the society that differentially structures access to resources. 

The Birmingham race and class studies have some interesting perspectives on schoolfailure, and so do a lot of the studies of gender with a theoretic perspective within social constructionism (Søndergaard 1996, Davies 2000, Staunæs 2004). I find great inspiration in the social construc​tionims research as to how the school, through its norms, values and institutional framework provides a variety of positions, or subjectification opportunities available to the pupils. This is a double movement by being positioned and positioning themselves in certain ways, such as the talented pupil. School positions are linked to the ways one can be 'read' and seen as a girl, boy, ethnic minorities etc. (Staunæs 2004, Kofoed 2003) and these positioning are both produced by the school and the teaching, but also among the pupils themselves (Eckert 1989). This limits pupils’ opportunities,  keep them in certain positions and simultaneously obscures the different strategies within the group. Gender and ethnicity is a central focus of the social constructionism research, but there are many parallels to studies in social background as differentiation and it will bring a fresh perspective into research on inclusion and exclusion in high school.

With the concept of cultural practices I am trying to reconcile a perspective on the logic of social practice with a perspective on social communities and how the pupils create meaningful expressions from the given social circumstance. In this perspective the work of how social others in activities serve to organize and break down activities in ways that makes participation in them more accessible to novices, such as the work of Lave & Wenger and their concept of communities of practice, is very useful. Theoretical and methodological my studies will not be defined as practice research, understood as a particular variant of action research with the goal to involve informants who medforskere and thus contribute to the development of practice. But still I will argue that I am studying practice, cultural and social practice, and the importance of the cultural practice in the classroom in relation to the students different options of participation and learning, in order to be able to challenge the field (the politicians, schools and teachers) and proposing other frameworks for teaching and the pupils learning. By this mean practice can be understood as both the concrete actions and the practice ideologies within different communities of schooling; the unwritten rules, expectations and ideas about what is 'rigth' or 'most important' in different situations (Mørck 2006).

Culture is, as Trondman (1999) puts it, the way groups of individuals create meaning. Culture consists of patterns of meaning which individuals orient themselves after, and not just something that exists in people's heads, but are "objectified in the social" in social organization and social relations. To search for these important patterns Bourdieu provides a useful framework. From his perspective people do not act rational, they act sensible from what he calls a practice-logic. The basis for this thinking is a relational approach, where relationships between the structures (social and mental) in the field and the individual ways of acting (dispositions) which govern the individual's ability (Bourdieu 1996 and 1997). Here, his analytical concepts of field, habitus and capital are useful to capture the complexity of pupils' exclusion and inclusion in the upper secondary education within a historical, cultural and social perspective. With inspiration from Paul Willis term of cultural production it is important to both to determine how the culture had become the way it is and how the culture is produces when people 'do' life and in particular settings. 

Studying culture within sociocultural perspectives implies that it is important to notice, that this system of meanings and practices is not cohesive across time, which individual members carry with them from place to place, people are not passive carriers of culture, where culture is a set of rituals, beliefs and fixed traits. Culture should be understand as produced and reproduced in moments as people 'do' life. “From this standpoint, culture is both carried by individuals and created in moment-to-moment interactions with one another as they participate in (and reconstruct) cultural practices. This conception of culture allows for a treatment of culture change and provides a lens through which the local production of culture in moments of classroom life can become apparent and be deconstructed.” (Nasir & Hand 2006; 450). 

And this is exactly what I am looking for. Bourdieu's theories of social reproduction and the school's role and function in society leaves little room for change (although I do not read his theories as deterministic, but as an explanation of the field's inertia towards change). Therefore, I need to extend my theoretical perspective. This is both in relation to the possibility of change and development of the culture of the upper secondary education, and in relation to understand the pupils' opportunities for development and learning to be pupils of different kind. To the latter I am particularly looking for a learning theory that sees learning as a social phenomenon and also consider the educational function as socially differentiated, and consider learning and development as an opportunity to break with the so-called negative social background. And this I find in sociocultural studies of learning and class/race/marginalisation.

Present status and findings

I started the ph.d.project in mid September 2009 by collecting my first empirical data. I have followed five classes from five different schools; urban and rural schools, general and commercial upper secondary schools. I have observed the teaching in one week (a full week) in every class, during the weeks of 36 to 40. During the week I also interviewed a number of pupils. In four of the classes, I made two group interviews and two individual interviews. In one class I have unfortunately only made one group interview (due to illness). I have by this nine group interviews and eight individual interviews. All interviews have been transcript and are now also available as writing texts. Additionally I have a lot of observation notes, and a range of audio files with sequences from the teaching. 

I found it important to visit the classes in the fall, and in the very beginning of their education. The plan to provide a questionnaire to the class students - and possibly to all school first year classes. But unfortunately I did not manage to do that. I have an agreement with the schools (and more specifically some teachers) that students can have time to fill out forms in the spring at the end of their first year. Only the participating classes must complete the questionnaire and I will probably expand it to also include qualitative issues, based on interview material and observations. It has since proved interesting to look at pupils' positions without first knowing the pupils' social background. This limits the danger of just confirming my own beliefs in the analysis of the material. 

Preparation for the observations were very short, and by this a made a very broad and open observation guide, and let myself go very open to the field. The focus was to investigate how pupils in different ways fill the role of becoming and being a 'upper secondary education pupil', and what it is that creates different learning conditions for different students. I've had a lot of focus on the various student types, how the students act towards each other and the relationship between teachers and pupils. For the same reason I have in my selection of the students focused on interviewing different pupil positions in the class. This task was more difficult than I expected. The students I have had difficulty in gaining interviews with, were students who would not miss teaching in the hour I had available, and students who had a difficult position in the class. For the latter group I estimated that it would be difficult to interview these pupils in a group interview, as they would have no voice, and I also needed to talk with other students in individual interviews. That does not mean that this student group is not represented.

I have started my analyses of the material many times, with different theoretical perspectives. I am now finally beginning to be able to develop my theoretical frame for my analyses – having been working hence and force between my empirical material and theories within social learning and social stratification within education. My new source of inspiration is close related to the work of British class and gender studies, such as the works of Diane Reay and Beverly Skeggs (Reay 2011, 2010, 2005, Skeggs 2004, 1997).

I am sorry, that I didn’t manage to write about some of my research findings in this paper. But it is my hope that I could put an excerpt from my first tentative analyses, perhaps a theme, with me for the course. It would be interesting to discuss my theoretical framework consisting of Bourdieu, Davies, Reay and Skeggs and my analytical findings regarding the pupils’ school practices and positioning in their beginning of the upper secondary education. I am also very interested in discussing the design and focus for my empirical fieldwork in the pupils final year, which I have planned to do this autumn. 
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