
PhD course - UV9919H1 - Educationalization – or: Why and how we 

think that education is the key solution to all kinds of problems 
 

Day 1, August 12:  

The educationalization of social problems and the educationalization of the world 

Today it seems almost “natural” to assign perceived social problems to education. When, for 

instance, the United States of America saw their nation and the Western world at risk after the 

launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union in 1957, it educationalized the Cold War by passing 

the very first national education law, the National Defense Education Act in 1958, expressing 

the view that “Education is the First Line of Defense.” And when, a few years later, the 

environment had become an affair of public concern, for instance triggered by the book Silent 

Spring (Carson, 1962), endangered nature became educationalized, as expressed for instance 

in the Journal of Environmental Education (1969). And when again, a few years later, in the 

United States the national crises after the Vietnam War, the oil crises in the 1970s, and the 

near collapse of the automobile industry in the early 1980s led to the perception of A Nation 

at Risk and the conclusion of an Imperative for Educational Reform, this expressed the 

educationalization of the economy and economic policy. A rising teenage pregnancy rate in 

the 1960s led to an educationalization of sex through the introduction of sex education in 

schools, which gained new urgency with the outbreak of HIV/AIDS in the 1980s. Museums 

were made more attractive by the invention of museum education around 1990. And when 

immigrant adolescents in the suburbs of Paris and Lyon protested violently in 2005, their 

behavior was not seen as a reaction to their poor living conditions or poor life chances but as 

an expression of the wrong education, as France’s Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin 

stated in 2005. Human life is a site of what UNESCO has called ‘lifelong learning’ and 

propagated since 1962, a phenomenon that was critically noticed (and explicitly labeled 

“educationalization”) in Germany as early as in 1929. 

Learning outcome day 1: 

The learning outcome of the first day will be to explore the cultural motives and ways of this 

educationalization of social problems – an early expression around 1800 would be (not only 

according to Foucault’s Discipline and Punish) how criminals were meant to become re-

educationalized and thus reintegrated into society – and how educationalization expanded its 

radius of effect until it became second nature to us in our self-government as an 

educational(ized) self-project. 

 

 



 2 

Day 2, August 13: 

Social problems and technological innovations: Motives of curriculum reform in the 1970s 

The paper takes up the idea of yesterday’s presentation on the cultural reflex to solve social 

problems through education, focusing on curriculum reforms in the second half of the 20th 

century. It starts with the beginning of the 20th century, when great educational hopes were 

placed in film and radio, whereas today, these hopes reside in newer computer technologies 

and in e-learning in particular. One of the high times of solving social problems by education 

were certainly the decades after World War II, when the United States launched a massive 

change in curriculum to catch up to the Soviet level of scientific education. Also in Europe, 

the 1960s and especially the 1970s were a time of intensive school reform, on the curricular 

and on the organizational level. England, Wales, and Germany, for example, introduced a 

comprehensive school reform, and Switzerland discussed school reforms by introducing new 

subjects or teaching strategies in the curriculum, e.g., programmed instruction, sex education, 

or media education as responses to perceived social challenges or ineffective old strategies. 

As a rule, these reforms were accompanied by debates expressing expectations and demands 

of schooling. 

Learning outcome day 2: 

Taking different cases of the 1960s and the 1970s, the learning outcome of the second day 

will be to better understand the ways in which school reforms occur with regard to curricular 

content (subject matter) and (forms of) teaching in the context of cultural expectations 

concerning the power of institutionalized education to deal with social challenges and 

problems.  

 

Day 3, August 14: 

U.S. higher education and inequality:  How the solution became the problem 

At the start of the 20th century, higher education in the United States changed from being 

seen as a finishing school for the elite to being seen as an engine of social mobility. This was 

partly because college became the primary mechanism for gaining access to the new white-

collar occupations that emerged late in the previous century and partly because of the rapid 

expansion of higher education enrollment in a system that already had more capacity than 

demand. So college became both the way that middle-class parents could try to pass on social 

advantage to their children and the way that working-class young people could try to attain 

middle-class status. Enrollment grew rapidly in the first half of the century and then exploded 

in the two decades after the Second World War. This paper explores how expanded access to 

higher education seemed to realize the goal of promoting social equality by providing 

opportunity for advancement while at the same time it established a pattern of distributing 

social positions on the basis of academic merit. It shows how the actual results in practice 
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served instead to preserve social advantage for those who already had it by creating a new 

caste system based on educational credentials. The system sported a veneer of meritocracy 

that hid the way that it gave privileged access to its diplomas to families that already had 

superior amounts of cultural, social, and economic capital. 

Learning outcome day 3: 

The learning outcomes of the third day will be to better understand how the same system of 

higher education could provide both social access and social advantage, by expanding access 

to the lower tiers of the highly stratified structure of American colleges and universities while 

simultaneously restricting access to the upper tiers that provided the greatest social advantage.  

The end result is an apparently meritocratic system of inequality that helps promotes a new 

aristocracy of academic degrees. 


