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INQUIRING INTO THE HIGHER 
EDUCATION CURRICULUM
A CRITICAL REALIST APPROACH

Kathy Luckett

INTRODUCTION
Historically the focus of research into higher education has typically focused on 
descriptions of practice in order to propose pragmatic solutions to urgent but complex 
problems. The focus has been on capturing and analysing data on activities, events 
and outcomes and the perceptions and experiences of participants. The tendency in 
this approach has invariably been towards methodological individualism based on 
an under-socialised view of agency. When qualitative research methods are used, 
there is a danger that this focus on practice can lead to idiographic description that 
is locked into specific contexts and subjectivities.61 More recently some radically 
constructivist approaches have adopted standpoint theories and epistemological 
relativism, eventually having little to offer to policy or practice in other contexts. On 
the other hand, when quantitative methods are used, this focus on practice tends 
towards analysing outcomes of events, for example student performance, in ways that 
take correlations between independent and dependent variables as cause and effect 
relations. These empiricist approaches are susceptible to a technicist instrumentalism 
where educational outcomes are individualised and become depoliticised. 

The mainstream social science research methods literature has traditionally done little 
to cause researchers of higher education practice to question their methodologies. 
This is because this literature has also been overly focused on practice – that is, 
research practice – emphasising the practical use of a range of empirical research 
methods for generating data as evidence. Research methods are typically offered as a 
useful tool box from which researchers can pragmatically select those that meet their 
needs. It is unusual for this ‘how to’ literature to require researchers to interrogate the 
ontological and epistemological assumptions of the methods they adopt or to deal 
with the problem that all data is concept- and context-dependent from the start. Thus 

61	 Although sometimes it has been based on common sense typologies that get universalised 
– as in phenomenography.
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many higher education researchers do not feel bound to make the coherence between 
ontology, epistemology and methodology in their research explicit. 

In Bhaskar’s (1998) terminology this preoccupation with practice would be criticised 
for assuming a flat ontology that limits reality to what can be observed or experienced 
– namely a failure to understand reality as hierarchically stratified and differentiated 
and thereby to understand events and experiences as the effects of agential-structural 
interaction. This weak theorisation and the failure to adopt a depth ontology in much 
of higher education research may be responsible for confusing research findings that 
lead to indecision in policy and practice. 

However, more recently, following international trends, some higher education 
researchers in South Africa have begun to draw on substantive sociological theories 
such as symbolic interactionism, activity theory, theories of discourse and the works 
of Bourdieu and Bernstein – with the potential for deeper analyses of practice. But 
having granted this, the focus invariably remains on analysing teaching-learning 
practice with a view to improving pedagogic interventions. Thus the proposals for 
researching curriculum offered in this chapter are based on the belief that there is a 
need in higher education research to focus on knowledge as a ‘real’ objective structure 
(albeit transitive) with potential generative powers, and on the social construction of 
curriculum knowledge as a causal mechanism that has particular effects on pedagogy 
(social interaction in the classroom). There is a need for the development and use of 
theories of curriculum research that adequately capture the structural contradictions 
(and complementarities) that impinge on higher education knowledge, curriculum and 
pedagogy; while simultaneously preserving a role for agency that is analytically distinct 
from structure and is causally effective (Archer 1995). 

The aim of this chapter is to use critical realism as a philosophical under-labourer 
(Bhaskar 1998) to lay out a conceptual framework and research design map for 
curriculum inquiry. In doing so, I recruit Bernstein’s (2000) pedagogic device which 
works as a middle-range domain-specific theory to illustrate the possibilities of a critical 
realist framework. Bernstein’s conceptualisation of the pedagogic device is considered 
to be philosophically compatible with a critical realist approach – both in terms of its 
realist depth ontology and the critical values it assumes (Wheelahan 2007). I illustrate 
the approach with examples from my own working context, academic development in 
the Faculty of Humanities at the University of Cape Town.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: CRITICAL REALISM
Before setting out a conceptual map for research design for curricula, it is necessary to 
walk the reader through some of the key tenets of critical realism. 

In the wake of the shattering of the assumptions of naïve realism by conventionalism 
and radical constructivism respectively, followed by the questioning of the fundamentals 
of Western rationality by postmodernism, Bhaskar (1975, 1998) sought to develop a 
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philosophy of science that re-instates a realist ontology (the assumption that there is a 
world of objects and structures that exist independently of what we know about them). 
At the same time he takes into account the anti-realist constructivist and postmodernist 
critiques of Western enlightenment epistemology. Bhaskar (1975, 1998) posits the 
existence of an ‘intransitive domain’ in which objects and structures exist with potential 
generative powers that may or may not be exercised. He arrives at this proposition 
on the basis of asking the transcendental question: What must the world be like for 
event X to occur? He suggests that only a small fraction of the intransitive domain is 
perceived through our senses and experiences; it is largely unobservable. He shows 
how scientific experiments seek to tap into this intransitive domain – from which causal 
mechanisms emerge – by creating closed systems to control certain mechanisms and 
observe their effects on isolated variables (Mingers 2006). This enables Bhaskar to 
propose a stratified and hierarchically ordered ontology with at least three nested sets 
of reality: 

1.	 the empirical: observations and experiences, which are a sub-set of 

2.	 the actual: events which may or may not be observed/experienced and 

3.	 the real: relatively enduring (intransitive) and potentially causal unobservable 
structures and mechanisms which may or may not be triggered to cause events 
(Bhaskar 1975:56). 

At the same time, with regard to epistemology, Bhaskar (1975) supports a weak 
form of constructivism and agrees that our observations can never be unmediated. 
He supports the claim that there is always an ontological gap between an object of 
knowledge (in the intransitive domain) and what we know about it (in the transitive 
domain). This means that the production of knowledge and the process of knowing 
are always historically and culturally relative and therefore fallible. Bhaskar thus places 
knowledge and knowing (epistemology) in the transitive domain. However, he objects to 
the “epistemic fallacy” (Bhaskar 1998:133) of radical constructivists whom he accuses 
of reducing the ontological domain of existence to the epistemological domain of 
knowledge. Furthermore, he does not assume that accepting that knowledge is socially 
and historically relative means that one cannot judge some forms of knowledge to 
be more useful and ‘true’ to the nature of reality than others. For our purposes, it 
is important to conceptualise knowledge carefully. Following Bhaskar, this entails 
accepting the fallibility and social constructedness of all forms of knowledge; but, 
also recognising that, once produced, knowledge sits in as an ontological cultural 
object (a stock of information, ideas and beliefs) with potential generative powers. 
Archer (1995) notes that, in the abstract world of ideas, certain ideas set up logical 
relations (e.g. of complementarity or contradiction) with other competing ideas within 
a given cultural system, thus creating potential situational logics for particular contexts. 
However, to be causally effective in the empirical world of practice, ideas have to be 
selected and taken up by individual agents in particular roles and institutions. Whether 
or not an idea gets taken up is always contingent upon a particular context. I will 
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return to this understanding of knowledge when discussing the recontextualisation of 
knowledge into a curriculum below. 

Bhaskar (1998) argues for the possibility of a “critical naturalism” (Bhaskar 1998:21) 
in the social sciences on the basis of the relatively enduring nature of social and cultural 
realities that also have causal properties and powers. He views social science as a 
special case of natural science that exhibits certain limitations due to the social nature 
of its objects. For example, Danermark, Ekstrom, Jakobsen and Karlsson (2002:200) 
note the following characteristics of the social sciences:

�� Social scientists seek knowledge (a transitive object) about a socially produced and 
a socially defined reality in which they interpret the interpretations of other people.

�� Social structures are localised in time and space and so are less permanent than 
natural structures.

�� Social structures are dependent on human intentionality within meaning-making 
systems and so are always open and interactive.

Despite these limitations, Bhaskar (1998) believes that it is possible to develop an 
explanatory social science, with imaginative conceptualisation as its distinguishing 
feature.

According to Danermark et al (2002) the methodological implications of Bhaskar’s 
critical realism for social science are as follows. Against empiricism, it suggests that 
explanations will not be gained by observing events (regularities of events can only 
provide us with descriptions). In order to posit the existence of causal mechanisms, 
critical realism advocates the use of abduction (creative reasoning that sets up new 
relations by locating phenomena in new conceptual frameworks) and retroduction 
(imaginative abstraction that cannot be proved) as opposed to the use of deduction 
and induction in the scientific method (the building of general but falsifiable laws). 
Thus in social science, creative reasoning and abstraction become a necessary part of 
the research process.

Critical realism also proposes that, while the logical relationships between concepts 
or abstractions in a theory can be necessary (by definition), the relationship between 
causal mechanisms and their effects is always contingent on the context. This means that 
causal mechanisms should be understood not as laws, but as tendencies or potential 
powers that may or may not be triggered, depending on other counter-mechanisms 
and factors operating in a particular context. This is important for understanding the 
complexity of open social systems where a multitude of mechanisms are potentially at 
work but where only some will be triggered, resulting in a mechanism having different 
effects in similar contexts and, in some cases, combining with others to result in the 
emergence of new objects and properties and the next strata of the system. 

In driving a wedge between naïve empiricism (objectivism) and radical constructivism 
(idealism), Bhaskar (1975) accepts the social construction of knowledge, but rejects 
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the conclusion that there is thus no basis for judging different knowledge forms. This 
means that critical realism can provide a platform for making deliberate methodological 
decisions on the basis of explicit meta-theoretical assumptions. It does not hold to 
the incommensurability of knowledge paradigms, but rather advocates the use of 
a theoretically derived mixed methods approach described by Danermark et  al as 
“critical methodological pluralism” (2002:204). 

Finally, Bhaskar follows Habermas in the critical tradition’s search for an emancipatory 
social theory that provides a sufficiently explanatory critique to provide a basis for 
transformative social action. 

A CRITICAL REALIST MAP FOR CONCEPTUALISING CURRICULUM RESEARCH: 
ADAPTING THE PEDAGOGIC DEVICE
Before embarking on a research project in social science, one usually has a good 
sense of an area of concrete phenomena from which arises a research question that 
begs further investigation. In this paper, I will, by way of example, pursue the following 
question: How does the curriculum contribute to persistent differentials between black 
and white student performance in the Faculty of Humanities62 at the University of Cape 
Town (UCT)? In order to operationalise this research question, it would obviously need 
to be broken down further into a series of course- or major-specific studies, but for the 
purposes of this chapter, I will keep it as a generic, over-arching research question to 
be addressed. This research question arises from the concrete context of an academic 
development programme run by the Faculty of Humanities at a research-intensive 
English-medium historically white university in South Africa. The institutional culture 
could be described as liberal-humanist and predominantly collegial, underpinned 
by strong disciplinary cultural and structural systems. The curricula offered in various 
Humanities departments have historically been constructed from European or global 
texts in English with white middle-class students in mind. However, more recently some 
curricula have been re-shaped to accommodate the institution’s Afropolitan focus, 
the changing racial and class composition of the student body and possibly the post-
apartheid state’s ‘transformation agenda’ which is endorsed by senior management. 
For similar reasons, an Extended Degree Programme was established in the Faculty in 
2005 to provide the increasing numbers of black students with an additional year of 
foundational and supplementary tuition to help them manage the mainstream curricula. 
From 1990 to 1999 the total enrolment of black students at UCT increased five-fold to 
almost 30% of the total enrolment, and to 40% by 2008. However, graduation rates 
remain racially skewed: graduation rates for the 2004 cohort are reported as 81% 
for white students, 55% for mainstream South African Africans and 33% for academic 
development students on Extended Degree Programmes (UCT 2009a:6). In the Faculty 
of Humanities, the graduation rate for the 2006 cohort of academic development 

62	 This Faculty comprises over 20 departments that include the social sciences, humanities, 
languages and the performing arts.
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students is slightly more promising at 42% compared to 73% for all mainstream 
students, excluding academic development students63 (Luckett 2010: Appendix A). 

Having formulated one’s question as precisely as possible, including settling on 
definitions of terms, the unit(s) of analysis and defining the parameters and scope 
of the study, one can begin the move from the concrete to the abstract. This usually 
involves drawing on or adapting already existing theories that have proved useful 
in similar studies. Critical realism is a meta-theory that sits at a very high level of 
abstraction, making it difficult to apply directly to a particular research problem. As 
stated above, critical realism serves as the philosophical under-labourer and needs 
to be complemented by more domain-specific descriptive theories. Critical realism 
can provide a methodological platform for developing a research design, for it allows 
one to locate in time the move from a priori intransitive abstract structures to concrete 
events and agential interaction, which in turn can reproduce or transform the structures. 
However, for the purposes of educational research, the theory lacks education-specific 
content. In order to illustrate a particular realisation of a critical realist research 
methodology and to give conceptual content to the research design, I recruit Bernstein’s 
“pedagogic device” (2000:28) (see Figure 6.1 below) as an appropriate middle-range 
theory focused on the domain of education and social inequality.

Bernstein (2000) developed the pedagogic device to explain how education institutions 
tend to reproduce social relations of inequality. His theory is thus appropriate for 
addressing my research question. His work falls generally within the critical tradition, 
in that he aimed to develop an explanatory critique that, through better understanding, 
might empower people to change the ways education systems operate in favour of 
those whom it currently fails. He was critical of the literature that simply shows that 
education institutions tend to reproduce relations of inequality. Instead, he asked 
the transcendental question: “What makes pedagogic communication possible?” 
(Bernstein 2000:25). He went on to open the black box of pedagogic discourse to find 
out exactly how structural relations of power and control get into pedagogic discourse 
which in turn shapes how educational agents (teachers and learners) interact in particular 
institutional and classroom contexts – with differential effects. In keeping with a critical 
realist ontology, the pedagogic device is conceptualised as three hierarchically nested 
fields, each governed by a set of rules (causal mechanisms) which set the structural 
and cultural conditions under which pedagogic activity in particular contexts will occur. 
Through the pedagogic device he was concerned to show how disciplinary knowledges 
(cultural objects produced in the Field of Production with potentially causal effects at 

63	 From a critical realist perspective it is critical to view these statistics as providing only 
descriptive, as opposed to explanatory, information – i.e. an observed correlation between 
two variables: apartheid defined population ‘race’ categories (now based on self-selection) 
and academic performance. Critical realists view ‘race’ as a chaotic concept that blurs a 
number of causal mechanisms and does not distinguish between necessary and contingent 
relations. The research proposed here would thus seek to clarify what causal mechanisms 
are in fact operating in this particular context. 
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the next stratum) get transformed into pedagogic discourse (the planned curriculum) in 
the Field of Recontextualisation which in turn acts as a causal mechanism for the next 
stratum, the Field of Reproduction or classroom practice (the enacted curriculum made 
up of events and experiences of teachers and students). Bernstein was concerned to 
map out the ontologically real domain of structures and potential causal mechanisms: 
“Macro-constraints must be made visible by the conceptual language, in their power 
to shape interactions” (Bernstein 2000:19). Furthermore, he understood the power 
of human agents to act back on social structure: “At the same time the potential 
of interactions to shape macro-constraints must be capable of being described” 
(Bernstein 2000:19). 

The key features of the pedagogic device adapted for higher education (HE) are set 
out in Figure 6.1. I will use its three hierarchically nested fields and the different sets 
of rules (understood as causal mechanisms) which constitute each field to describe a 
research design that could answer the research question outlined above. My focus on 
research design as opposed to research methods is based on the belief that, in social 
science research, careful abstraction and conceptualisation are more important than 
practical decisions around the choice and use of methods. A research design such 
as that proposed here would require a mixed methods approach, and, in deciding 
what method to use where, I would heed the advice of Danermark et al (2002) – that 
the selection of research methods is a practical matter to be determined by both the 
research question and the nature of the object of study.
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FIGURE 6.1	 A pedagogic device for Higher Education in South Africa (adapted from 
Bernstein 2000:37)

DISTRIBUTIVE RULES
According to Bernstein (2000:114) the Distributive Rules are the power relations 
that distribute different forms of knowledge or different forms of “consciousness” to 
different social groups. They constitute the Field of Production, that is, they govern who 
has access to the specialised symbolic resources required to produce new knowledge. 
A critical realist approach would view the low throughput rates of first-generation black 
students at South African universities as an effect of salient causal mechanisms or 
Distributive Rules operating in a particular society. Bernstein’s conceptualisation of the 
Distributive Rules enables one to assume the ontological existence of a priori intransitive 
socioeconomic and cultural structures that were in existence before the phenomena 
under scrutiny occurred. These are understood to generate causal mechanisms that 
have the potential to be triggered and thus impact at inner fields of the pedagogic 
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device – where one can collect data on their effects at the empirical stratum of 
pedagogic practice (the events, observations and experiences occur in the Field of 
Reproduction). It is important to note that whether or not these causal mechanisms 
get triggered is a matter contingent on each context – that is, their effects have to 
be demonstrated in detailed empirical studies and cannot be assumed. The possible 
effects of other counter-mechanisms that might block these effects from surfacing also 
need to be taken into account.

In the South African post-colonial context, the obvious place to begin in thinking 
about structural and cultural conditioning that generates the Distributive Rules for 
higher education is the extractive, capitalist system that has resulted in social relations 
of extreme inequality in South African society. As is well known, this is a legacy of 
apartheid and colonialism and in some cases, slavery. The mineral revolution and 
the industrialisation of the South African economy in the late 19th  century, based 
on the exploitation of cheap migrant labour, is a key structure that exacerbated the 
dispossession of land, urbanisation, the break-up of traditional African societies, 
segregation and poverty. 

Since the political transition of 1994 a more recent counter-structure is the emergence 
of a small black elite that may be beginning to erase, to some extent, the effects 
of this socioeconomic structure for some of the students in the study. Thus a line of 
inquiry related to the working of the Distributive Rules in this study could be: What is 
the socioeconomic status or ‘class position’ of current black Humanities students? 
Secondly: To what extent and in what ways does socioeconomic structure impact 
negatively on their studies? A major challenge that faces researchers here is how to 
operationalise the concepts of socioeconomic structure, class, or even educational 
disadvantage – and gather the requisite data. 

The second obvious cultural structure that generates causal mechanisms in this 
context is that of racism – which historically has devalued African identities, cultures 
and languages, leading to humiliation, shame, anger and loss of self-respect. Thus 
a second Distributive Rule that potentially impacts on this research problem is the 
influence of racism and the extent to which this cultural structure has or has not been 
turned back by the 1994 political transition. It may well be more manageable to pose 
this question at the level of the institution – that is, to ask the students about their 
perceptions of institutional culture.64

A related cultural structure that generates causal mechanisms that can be triggered 
at all levels of the pedagogic device in the South African context is the hegemony of 
English as a global and colonial language (Alexander 2003). There is a significant 
body of South African research literature on the relations between home language, 
language of learning, the identities assumed by educational institutions and the extent 

64	 See for example Transformation of Student Life at UCT: Overview of surveys of student 
climate (UCT 2005). 
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to which these relations cause barriers to learning (see for example Bangeni & Kapp 
2005; Boughey 2010; Kapp 2004). 

In his early work on codes Bernstein (1971) looked at the institution of the family 
and researched how prior cultural conditioning, what he called different orientations 
to meaning, are developed in families in different class positions. He suggested that 
middle-class orientations to meaning stand in a complementary relation to the semiotic 
systems of the school, while those of working-class families stand in a contradictory 
relation. He showed how access to abstract meanings (the elaborated code) is a 
property that tends to be reproduced only in middle-class families and differentially by 
the school. Despite the importance for educational success of the symbolic resources 
that a family offers its members – and of equal importance, how some individuals 
manage to escape the limitations of their natal contexts – in the current post-apartheid 
context, the situation is far more complex and the assumed hegemony of the Western 
middle-class code is contested. Researching the codes of different family types would 
be a very complicated and sensitive exercise.65 However, one can speculate that 
the Distributive Rules have worked historically to prevent the South African African 
languages (excluding Afrikaans) from developing to the point where they carry the 
full range of specialised discourses and powerful knowledges of modernity. Instead, 
in order to access powerful knowledge, South Africans currently have to master one 
of the hegemonic languages, English (or Afrikaans). One can assume that this must 
be one factor in shaping who gets better access to what Bernstein (1990, 2000) terms 
the elaborated code of the school and ultimately to powerful unthinkable knowledge. 

In South Africa, the continued legacy of the historical unequal provision of education, 
such as poorly trained teachers and poorly equipped township and rural schools, 
continues to work as a potential causal mechanism (Distributive Rule) for the poor 
academic performance in HE of many black students. So a question related to this 
study could be: What access to what types of knowledge has the education system 
offered this cohort of students? (see for example Hoadley 2008). A counter-mechanism 
currently operating is access by the children of the emerging black middle class to good 
quality private or suburban schools. It would be important to probe what evidence 
there is for this at the empirical level. 

The scope and depth of a research project is inevitably constrained by limits on time 
and resources. It is unlikely that a single researcher would be in a position to gather 
data on all of the Distributive Rules discussed above. A research project such as that 
proposed here would require substantial funding and a team of researchers. One way 
of reducing the scope of the project would be to focus only on educational institutions 
and on the salient mechanisms and activities within those that Bernstein selects in his 
conceptualisation of the pedagogic device. 

65	 As Bernstein himself learnt to his cost in the British context in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
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KNOWLEDGE STRUCTURES
Thus far I have described what might be some of the Distributive Rules that regulate 
access to symbolic power and powerful knowledges in the post-colonial South African 
context. In doing so I have described how material and cultural structures, external 
to knowledge itself, potentially impinge on access to knowledge and in particular to 
unthinkable knowledge. Bernstein (2000:31) terms the process whereby distinctions 
within and boundaries around knowledge, its agents and institutions are set and 
maintained, classification. Classification between things and people can be strong or 
weak and its maintenance depends on the power of those who make the distinctions 
and police the boundaries. 

Late in his life, Bernstein sketched out what he termed ‘internal knowledge structures’ 
(2000:161).66 Firstly, he distinguishes between vertical and horizontal discourses: the 
former describes strongly classified, abstract, context-independent, forms of scholarly 
uncommon sense knowledge leading to specialised forms of consciousness; while 
the latter describes weakly classified, concrete everyday common sense knowledge 
forms, whose meanings are embedded in their contexts (Maton & Muller 2007). My 
reading of Bernstein is that the purpose of educational institutions is to create relatively 
closed systems – created through the imposition of strong classification (boundary 
creation and maintenance) – so that students can be inducted into specialised vertical 
discourses by means of pedagogic discourse.

Bernstein (2000) further develops his theory of knowledge structures by suggesting 
that within vertical discourse there is a dichotomy between the hierarchical knowledge 
structures of the natural sciences and the horizontal knowledge structures of the social 
sciences. He claims that hierarchical knowledge structures have a “coherent, explicit 
and systematically principled structure” (Bernstein 2000:157) where meanings are 
strongly classified, hierarchically organised and integrative. He understands this to be 
a function of the experimental method where relatively precise, consistent, empirical 
descriptions of the objects of knowledge are possible and whereby theory can be 
empirically confirmed or disconfirmed. By contrast, he suggests that the horizontal 
knowledge structures of the social sciences and humanities are segmentally and 
cumulatively organised, taking the form of a “series of specialised languages with 
specialised modes of interrogation and specialised criteria for the production and 
circulation of texts” (Bernstein 2000:157) – such that different discourses sit alongside 
and compete with each other, rather than building vertically. 

From a critical realist position, Bernstein’s distinction between the natural and the 
social sciences is overly exaggerated and his view of natural science comes close to 

66	 Relations ‘within’ as opposed to relations ‘to’ knowledge.
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naïve empiricism.67 As stated above, Bhaskar (1998) understands all knowledge to 
be transitive and epistemologically fallible; and social science to be simply a special 
case of natural science because of the more complex and social nature of its objects. 
Maton’s (2000, 2007) claim that all knowledge forms have a relation both to their 
objects and to their subjects (the knowers) is helpful. I suggest that an adequate 
conceptualisation would allow both relations to potentially shape the structure of a 
particular knowledge form (across the natural and the social sciences) and recognise 
that exactly how this happens is contingent upon the historical and cultural conditions 
of its production. Furthermore, the more complex the object of study and the greater 
the level of expertise required to know it, the more difficult it becomes to be explicit 
about the rules for knowing it – and thus to turn its specialised discourse into an explicit 
pedagogic discourse. 

The humanities (including the social sciences) can be characterised as dealing with 
complex and indeterminate objects of study, as requiring particular kinds of knowers 
who possess distinctive personal properties (Maton 2007) and, one could add, resulting 
in knowledge forms with plural and surplus meanings. Thus one can speculate that 
the exercise of turning the specialised and often implicit discourses of the humanities 
into explicit pedagogic discourses for students, who do not necessarily share the same 
semiotic resources as those who produce and deal in these discourses, is a difficult 
one. I now turn to the rules that Bernstein suggests govern such an exercise. 

RECONTEXTUALISING RULES
Following Bernstein (2000), the Recontextualising Rules constitute the Field of 
Recontextualisation and govern how specialised knowledge discourses from the Field 
of Production get selected and reordered into a curriculum of thinkable knowledge 
by recontextualising agents. These agents combine knowledge discourses with other 
discourses external to knowledge (such as educational theory and/or educational 
common sense and state and/or institutional policies). The product is pedagogic 
discourse which Bernstein (2000:32) suggests is a virtual practice with imaginary 
subjects, that is governed by a logic different to that of its parent discourse. From a 
critical realist perspective, this is an important point, for it indicates that the construction 
of pedagogic discourse is an arena of social planning that occurs prior to actual 
teaching and learning interaction in the classroom – which in turn, it conditions. It 
is also important to note that the agents in the Recontextualising Field are usually 
those who already wield significant symbolic power and are positioned in particular 
institutional roles that legitimise this activity. Students are not yet in the picture – they 
are only the imagined subjects of a particular curriculum or pedagogic discourse. 

67	 Bernstein appears to have failed to take into account recent work on conventionalism, the 
sociology of science and technology and ethnographies of the scientific process where the 
historical, cultural and gendered relativity of science is emphasised. 
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Bernstein shows how the subject positions that a particular curriculum creates for 
students may be highly ideological (see below). 

Bernstein (2000) terms the processes whereby decisions about the selection, 
sequencing, pacing and evaluating of curriculum knowledge are determined, as 
framing – a form of control. He suggests that this process of framing curriculum 
knowledge is contested, and, in the case of schooling, the contestation is between 
the state (which tends to play a central role in curriculum design, examining and 
control) and pedagogic professionals (who for example, popularise educational theory 
and write textbooks). In contrast to the school context, in higher education academics 
still exercise considerable agency in all three fields of the pedagogic device (despite 
increasing intervention and surveillance by the state via funding, requirements for the 
registration of qualifications and quality assurance). Academic agency is usually more 
evident in the case of the singulars68 (inward-looking, pure disciplines) than in the case 
of the regions (Bernstein 2000:52) (outward-looking professions where professional 
bodies typically exercise some control over curriculum content through accreditation 
procedures) and the generics (ibid) (procedural vocational training derived from 
workplace practice). 

Bernstein (2000:32) warns that the process of moving knowledge from one field to 
the next creates a “discursive gap in which ideology can play”. In other words, the 
construction of curriculum is a social practice that opens up knowledge discourses 
to interference from external, contingent, recontextualising rules, including ideologies 
that function as potential causal mechanisms that will determine the extent to which 
the logic of the discipline and the specialised voice of the original discourse will be 
retained in the new pedagogic discourse. Bernstein (2000:32) tries to capture this 
social fact of pedagogic discourse by positing the existence of a regulative discourse 
(the underpinning rules of the social order) which makes teaching and learning as 
social interaction possible but which, in turn, is derived from ideologies about the 
nature of society, how teaching and learning should occur, how teachers and learners 
should behave, etc. 

In applying Bernstein’s conceptualisation of the Recontextualising Rules to the question 
of the structuring influence of the curriculum on the persistent under-performance 
by black students in the humanities, a few pertinent points should be noted. Firstly, 
Bernstein (2000:38) rather provocatively states: 

Whoever appropriates the device, has the power to regulate consciousness. 
Whoever appropriates the device, appropriates a crucial site for symbolic control. 
The device itself creates an arena of struggle for those who are to appropriate it.

68	 In the singulars, academic identities are based on research achievements in the disciplines 
and not on teaching expertise. In South Africa, academics are not required to obtain 
professional training in education and so do not necessarily think of curriculum development 
as a practice requiring specialisation or expertise.
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In South Africa, following the political transfer of power, we should not be surprised 
that the curriculum becomes a site of contestation. We should not be surprised when, 
in a bid to wrest control of symbolic power from the old elites, the emerging black 
elite start calling for the decolonisation of the curriculum. For example, a black Vice-
Chancellor has made the following call: 

The choice of what to teach, who to teach and how to teach and what to research 
has to be driven by Africans themselves, from our perspective, our vision of the 
future and our experiences ... The uniqueness and originality of our identity and 
scholarship would determine our power, our value, our condition, our contribution 
and competitiveness in the global village (Makgoba 1997:175‑176).

Nor should we be surprised at attempts by a modernising post-colonial state 
to gain greater control of higher education in order to impose its ideas of social 
transformation. Since 1994, and in particular since 2001, there has been a raft of HE 
policy development and implementation in what has been characterised as a period 
of strong steering by the South African state (Badat 2009). This has led to greater state 
intervention than ever before, particularly in the areas of planning, funding and quality 
assurance. Through these steering mechanisms, the state has attempted to impose its 
transformation agenda as a moral imperative on all HEIs but without increasing the 
HE budget. The National Plan for Higher Education (2001) stressed the importance of 
improving the efficiency of the HE system and warned that institutional interests would 
not be allowed to stand in the way of transformation. 

Aware of this context, the University of Cape Town (senior management) revised 
its Strategic Plan in which it now describes itself as an Afropolitan university (UCT 
2009). The new plan sets out the vision of an Afropolitan university but also affirms 
its world-class aspirations: the university is to be “a brilliant example of a developing-
world university” and research and teaching are to “give space to African voices” 
(UCT 2009:11). Regarding transformation, the plan expresses the desire that the full 
diversity of South Africa be represented in its staff and student composition and that the 
university be experienced by all as “inclusive and nurturing” (UCT 2009:5). 

But despite attempts by external players to establish new Recontextualising Rules to 
shape the curriculum, they have yet to impinge on the heartland of the singulars. 
At an elite, research-intensive institution such as UCT, the design of the Humanities 
curriculum remains largely in the hands of the academics. The increase in state control 
has affected the conditions under which teaching and learning occur, rather than the 
actual content of the curriculum and academics can still choose whether or not to 
respond to calls for greater relevance and contextualisation. However, the modernising 
ethos of the new state has meant that the status and funding for the humanities has 
decreased in relation to that of the technical, quantitative and professional disciplines. 
This in turn places greater stress and work-loads on academics in the humanities. 

As the key recontextualising agents, academics in the humanities do, however, find 
themselves in an institutional logic of considerable tension. On the one hand, in 
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keeping with its research-intensive status, the institution’s reward and promotion system 
is heavily biased towards research performance (an unintended side-effect of which is 
the de-valuing of teaching). Thus an important line of inquiry in this study could be to 
investigate how much time and energy academics in this faculty believe they can afford 
to devote to curriculum development, and what their motives for doing so might be. To 
what extent are their practices governed by the institutional logic of rewarding research 
and to what extent do they choose to work against this, motivated by a commitment to 
values other than self-interest, such as being responsive to new students and/or social 
transformation? 

Regarding the construction of the Humanities curricula, the situation is such that the 
identities of individual academics69 may still function as a significant recontextualising 
rule. A line of inquiry here could be to find out who is the imaginary subject of the 
curricula they construct and the extent to which this is still based on historical norms 
(i.e. middle-class, well-prepared students). 

Historically, what has been termed the articulation gap between the ideal subject of 
the traditional curriculum and the actual educational levels of students from poor 
schools has been dealt with by creating first Foundation and then Extended Degree 
Programmes for academic development (black) students. These programmes involve 
slowing down the pacing of the curriculum by adding an additional foundation year 
below first year and by providing supplementary support to academic development 
students in their first year of study. This pedagogic work has historically been done, not 
by the academics, but by less specialised academic development practitioners who 
tend to be female and on contract conditions of employment. The influence of these 
academic development practitioners is largely confined to the Field of Reproduction 
– that is, they are not institutionally positioned to engage with curriculum design in 
the Field of Recontextualisation. Instead they focus on teaching a received curriculum 
slowly and deliberately in order to try to make the assumptions of the curriculum and 
assessment criteria more explicit (in Bernstein’s terms this is called developing a visible 
pedagogy). So another line of inquiry could be to ascertain to what extent academics 
believe they have the expertise to design curricula for under-prepared students 
and what the role of academic development practitioners should be in this regard. 
A related question to investigate could be to compare the academic performances of 
students who move from the visible pedagogy and supportive, therapeutic (Bernstein  
2000:73) regulative discourse of the extended degree programmes in their first year to 
the mainstream curriculum in their second year and the extent to which they experience 
mainstream pedagogic discourse as too demanding and/or culturally alienating. 

The challenge to develop a recontextualised Afropolitan curriculum from the traditional 
singulars in the humanities entails retaining the integrity of the specialised voices of 
the disciplines and at the same time offering cultural and epistemic access to first-

69	 The majority of senior academics in the faculty are white and male and themselves educated 
either at UCT itself or at English or North American universities.
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generation, under-prepared black students. The problem may be particularly acute in 
the humanities where knowledge objects are typically complex and ill-defined, where 
the methods and procedures for studying them are seldom prescriptive and where 
the subjectivity of the knower is a key mechanism in shaping the form of knowledge 
that gets produced. This means that the rules for producing or even agreeing on 
what counts as a legitimate text often remain implicit or tacit. For these reasons, 
engaging with academics in the humanities on their understanding of the nature of 
their disciplines and on the extent to which the rules for producing a legitimate text can 
be made explicit could be an interesting line of inquiry to pursue.

EVALUATIVE RULES
In Bernstein’s model of the pedagogic device, the Evaluative Rules are derived from 
the Recontextualising Rules and constitute the Field of Reproduction at the empirical 
stratum where actual teaching and learning occurs. The Evaluative Rules constitute the 
criteria that are to be communicated through pedagogic discourse and practice and 
that are used to assess the performance of students; that is, to determine whether or 
not they have produced legitimate texts and are developing the required specialised 
voice of the discipline concerned. It is here that Bernstein recognises that agency 
can act back on structures and either reproduce or transform them.70 This means 
that it is possible for teachers to teach well and for learners to learn well, such that 
first-generation students do gain access to symbolic power and institutional positions 
that lead to social mobility. In turn this may legitimise their roles in gaining control 
of the pedagogic discourse. This is what Bernstein is referring to when he mentions 
the inherent paradox of the pedagogic device – namely that although it is set up to 
regulate symbolic power, it contains within its own structure the possibility of its own 
transformation (and the transformation of the consciousness of the agents involved).

Research based on Bernstein’s theory of pedagogic discourse suggests that the 
more visible the pedagogy, that is the more explicit the evaluative rules are made, 
the greater its potential for social transformation. As suggested above, this is a 
particularly demanding challenge in those disciplines where, due to the complexity of 
the knowledge objects, the procedures for studying them are ill-defined and contested, 
the subjectivity of the knower is an important factor in shaping the legitimate text, and 
the texts themselves are polysemic. The situation may be exacerbated in post-colonial 
contexts where there remains considerable cultural and semiotic distance between 
the subjectivities assumed by the curriculum and the identities and consciousnesses 
of the students. Research to identify and give content to this semiotic distance in 
particular curricula is perhaps the crux in answering the research question posed at the 
beginning of this chapter. Careful textual analysis of assessment practice, for example 

70	 It is unfortunate that Bernstein’s term ‘Field of Reproduction’ captures only the reproductive 
and not the transformative aspect of the device. Perhaps this is a reflection of his pessimism 
regarding the potential of education institutions to change social structure? 
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student scripts and how academics mark them, is a possible data source for capturing 
this. More general research could include detailed qualitative investigations into the 
experiences of black students (especially on historically white campuses such as UCT). 
One could investigate whether and to what extent they experience the curriculum as 
one that positions them as other, as failures or as deficient. One could also find out 
to what extent they believe they can exercise agency within the subject position a 
particular curriculum offers them. One needs to understand the reasons they give for 
their failure to produce legitimate texts.

In conducting research at the stratum of social interaction, it is quite valid to obtain 
and analyse social actors’ reasons for doing what they do. This is because at this 
stratum, people’s reasons for acting (whether or not they are accurate or correspond 
with reality) function as causal mechanisms that have the potential to act back on 
structure and culture. 

CLASSIFICATION AND FRAMING
A perennial challenge in conducting empirical research is to determine a) what to 
select as data from the flux of reality, and b) once collected, to decide how to analyse 
it. Without wanting to dismiss other methods for doing this, it is pertinent here to 
discuss Bernstein’s two related concepts, classification (Bernstein 2000:6) and framing 
(Bernstein 2000:12), because they informed the empirical work he did in order 
to develop the device. Bernstein (2000) suggests that these concepts can be used 
as a means of operationalising his theory and for moving (or translating) between 
the theory and everyday reality. He defines classification as “the relations between 
categories” and emphasises that it is the degree of insulation between categories 
that is significant. Further, that it is power relations that give rise to and maintain 
boundary rules and classificatory principles (Bernstein 2000:99). Bernstein relates this 
in its most abstract form to the maintenance of a “given social division of labour” 
(2000:100). When these classificatory principles are acted out and communicated 
by educational agents (teachers, academics) in curriculum and educational practice, 
then Bernstein refers to them as framing. He defines framing as the “locus of control 
over the selection, sequencing, pacing and criteria of the knowledge to be acquired” 
(Bernstein 2000:100). As for classification, framing can be strong (when boundaries 
are well insulated) or weak (when boundaries are permeable). 

I believe that through these concepts, Bernstein alerts education researchers to a 
crucial way of understanding how meaning-making and power are related – through 
the creation and maintenance of semantic boundaries – something that sociologists, 
anthropologists and systems-thinkers have worked with for some time. Critical realists 
(for example Mingers 2006) understand information to sit in the intransitive domain. It 
is only when human agency and intentionality impose a semantic order on information 
– that is, that distinctions and classifications are made and some things are selected 
as significant and others not – that meaning can be made from the flux of reality. 

Blitzer E, Botha N (eds) 2011.Curriculum Inquiry. Stellenbosch: SUN PRESS

DOI: 10.18820/9781920338671/06 © 2017 AFRICAN SUN MeDIA



152

PART ONE  •  REVITALISING CURRICULUM INQUIRY – PERSPECTIVES OF RESEARCHERS

However, this process of making distinctions and selections is socially and culturally 
relative, becomes codified in the signs of particular languages and even relativises 
perception itself (hence Bhaskar’s insistence that knowledge belongs to the fallible, 
transitive domain). Furthermore, as Bernstein was very aware, some human actors 
have the power to make their meanings stick, while others do not. 

However, it is important to understand that systems of classification are not only about 
power. Bernstein understood them to be fundamental to the process of abstraction 
“from the material base” (Bernstein 2000:30), essential for specialisation, theory-
building and the accumulation of knowledge. He understands education institutions 
to function by creating relatively closed systems whereby a special time and space 
can be used to induct learners into society’s inherited ways of making the distinctions 
that count. The greater the control of the pedagogue and the more strongly classified 
the time and the space – and the content taught within it – the more likely it is that 
specialised voices will be developed. However, in noting the paradox of the pedagogic 
device (that is, that it cannot control what it sets out to control), Bernstein allows for what 
critical realists would term emergence. Emergence is the development of qualitatively 
new phenomena that emerge from the interaction of structures and objects and their 
properties at a lower stratum of reality. 

Bernstein’s insights into the importance of making and maintaining distinctions, 
captured in his two concepts, classification and framing, as a key principle that 
underpins semiotic systems, provide researchers of the curriculum with a useful tool 
for the collection and analysis of data. Texts from all three levels of the pedagogic 
device can be collected and analysed using classification and framing to determine 
what boundaries are being set up and maintained in particular educational contexts. 
The strength of the insulation of the boundaries will indicate how much power the 
boundary-maintainers are wielding and also the degree of the specialisation of the 
pedagogic discourse. In this way Bernstein provides a method for assisting researchers 
to decide what to select and analyse from educational texts and a method for showing 
what kinds of meaning and power are structured into them. 

CONCLUSION
This chapter has aimed at shifting the discussion on researching curriculum in higher 
education from the pragmatic selecting of research tools from a tool box of methods 
to one where consideration is first given to theory selection and the articulation of 
its ontological and epistemological assumptions. Thereafter a research design and 
methodology can be developed in alignment with these assumptions. The argument 
pursued in this chapter is that a theory-driven approach to research design and 
methodology might improve the quality of research outputs and possibly have a useful 
impact on higher education practice. 
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In setting out a philosophical framework based on critical realism and given 
theoretical content by Bernstein’s pedagogic device,71 I have set out a social ontology 
for researching curriculum that can demonstrate how individual agency is mediated 
by social and cultural structures that set up particular situational logics in particular 
institutional contexts. Crucial to an adequate research design for curriculum, is to 
grasp the properties and powers of the underlying social and cultural structures and 
to understand how these set up particular situational logics for actors. One then 
needs to understand how actors in different roles interpret these logics and how these 
do or do not become reasons for the choices they make and the actions they take. 
However, because individuals are positioned differently – in particular institutional 
roles – some individuals (such as the academics in our example) are in a position 
to wield greater agency than others (the black students in our example) and so the 
order of the symbolic universe tends to be maintained and reproduced (through the 
principles of classification and framing). Whether or not structural transformation 
occurs is contingent on the nature of the situational logics that particular institutions 
set up, the degrees of classification and framing that are maintained, as well as on the 
constrained choices that positioned human actors make within these. 

Critical realism enables one to appreciate Bernstein’s ability to theorise, through the 
pedagogic device and the principles of classification and framing, how social and 
cultural structures (assumed by a realist ontology) shape curriculum construction and 
social interaction in a classroom. For example, the pedagogic device can show how 
black students from poor, township or rural schools in South Africa are structurally 
positioned and culturally conditioned to fail at an institution such as UCT. In this sense 
Bernstein was correct in suggesting that the tendency or situational logic of education 
institutions is towards social reproduction as opposed to social transformation. 
However, a critical realist framework72 shows up limitations in Bernstein’s work in 
this regard. Despite his acknowledgement of the paradox inherent in the pedagogic 
device, his theory, possibly a result of the influence of Durkheim, tends to view agency 
as over-determined by social and cultural structures. Black students at UCT can and 
do overcome their positioning by educational institutions and curricula designed to 
serve others – and the pedagogic device gives an important but only partial account of 
how this is so. Given that he was a sociologist, it is unfair to further criticise Bernstein 
for under-theorising the importance of motivational and affective factors in the 
emergence of student agency. However, the challenge remains to develop a research 
design that can reveal the dialectical workings of structure and agency in particular 
educational contexts. 

71	 In Bernstein’s case, the theory also provides methodological tools, that is, a means for 
operationalising its concepts via classification and framing. 

72	 Of particular relevance here is Archer’s (2000, 2003) theorising of agency and the “internal 
conversation” – but this is beyond the scope of this chapter.
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What is not resolved in this chapter and what remains an area for further 
conceptualisation and empirical research is the extent to which particular aspects of 
curriculum knowledge are culturally arbitrary (for example, constructed on the basis 
of anachronistic recontextualising rules) and therefore can and should be changed. 
Likewise, what remains unresolved is which elements of curriculum knowledge should 
be protected because, although always fallible and revisable, these are the vertical 
spines of knowledge forms that have developed powerful ways of abstraction and 
theorising about the relatively enduring properties of certain natural and social objects 
of knowledge. 
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