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I denne avhandlingen har jeg undersøkt ulike forståelser av skolens nye begrep 
om sosial læring i læreplaner og praksis. Et hovedfunn er at sosial læring kan 
forstås som et kompromiss mellom individuelle sosiale ferdigheter og kollektiv 
dannelse gjennom inkluderende fellesskap. Dette kompromisset gir nye muligheter 
for integrering av sosial og faglig læring, men skaper også nye spenninger som må 
håndteres av beslutningstakere, lærere og elever i innføringen av nye læreplaner 
i skolen.

Internasjonal forskning har de senere årene vist en stigende interesse for elevers 
sosiale og emosjonelle læring i skolen. Nyere forskning om mobbing og lærings- 
miljø har også pekt på undervisning i fag som en strategi for å styrke fellesskap og 
motvirke sosial ekskludering i skolen. I Norge har sammenhengen mellom sosial 
og faglig læring blitt aktualisert gjennom arbeidet med Fagfornyelsen (LK20), men 
inntil videre har det blitt forsket lite på hvordan denne sammenhengen blir forstått  
i skolens læreplaner og praksis.  

Som grunnlag for studien har jeg analysert læreplandokumenter og undervisning 
i norsk og naturfag på ungdomstrinnet. Analysen viser at læreres didaktiske valg 
av mål, innhold, arbeidsmåter og vurderingsformer i den faglige undervisningen 
påvirker elevene både sosialt og faglig. Disse valgene bidrar til å utvikle sosiale 
ferdigheter og fellesskap, men kan også motvirke faglig læring og marginalisere 
sårbare elever i klasserommet. Dette understreker behovet for mer forsking om 
hvordan skolens læreplaner og undervisning i fag kan bidra til å fremme, uten å 
hemme, elevenes sosiale og faglige utvikling i skolen.   

Exploring Policy and Practice in Norwegian Lower  
Secondary Education
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Abstract 

This thesis explores the concept of social learning in international policy and research, and 

curriculum making for social learning in Norwegian policy and practice.  The main purpose of 

the study is to investigate how students social learning is influenced by curriculum making at 

the national policy level and by curriculum making in subjects at the classroom level in 

Norwegian lower secondary education.  

 

The study has a theoretical grounding in critical realism (Bhaskar, 2008a; Danermark, 

Ekström, Jakobsen, & Karlsson, 2011) that emphasizes social phenomena as complex and 

emergent from the interactions of agents, structures and mechanisms at multiple layers of 

reality. Wenger’s social theory of learning (Wenger, 1999) is used to analyse collective 

outcomes of students and teachers’ social interactions. Curriculum theory (Deng, 2017; 

Englund, 2015; Reid, 2016) is used to analyse teachers practices of curriculum making in 

subjects as instructional events in the classroom, and to analyse curriculum making at the 

national policy level (Chan, 2012; Hopmann, 2003; Lundgren, 2012) as negotiated practices 

of educational governance and control.  

 

The study has a qualitative design building on data from policy, research and classroom 

interaction. Policy and literature reviews have been conducted using critical research review 

methodology (Suri, 2013), and methods of contents and bibliometric analysis (Bowen, 2009; 

Weber, 1990) to generate data on curriculum making at the national and international levels. 

Qualitative interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015) with students and teachers and participant 

observation (Heath, Brooks, Cleaver, & Ireland, 2009; Okely, 2013) of their interactions has 

been used to generate data on curriculum making at the classroom level.  

 

The study identifies two main understandings of social learning as; the development of skills, 

and the development of community, in international policy and research. The study finds that 

Norwegian policymakers draw on both understandings in a compromised concept of social 

learning in the newly revised core curriculum. The study also identifies how students’ social 

learning is influenced by mechanism of personalization, peering, grouping and identification 

in subject teaching. Overall, these findings indicate that students’ social learning is influenced 

by a dual dialectic of curriculum making in policy and practice, and of social structures and 

students’ and teachers’ agency in the classroom.  
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Sammendrag 

Denne avhandlingen utforsker begrepet sosial læring i internasjonal politikk og forskning, og i 

læreplaner og praksis for sosial læring i norsk skole. Hovedformålet med avhandlingen er å 

undersøke hvordan elevers sosiale læring påvirkes av utforming av læreplaner på politisk nivå 

og av utøving av læreplaner i fag på klasseromsnivå i den norske ungdomskolen. 

 

Studien er teoretisk forankret i kritisk realisme (Bhaskar, 2008a; Danermark et al., 2011) og 

med en forståelse av sosiale fenomener som komplekse og fremvoksende fra samspillet 

mellom aktører, strukturer og mekanismer i ulike lag av virkeligheten. Wengers sosiale teori 

om læring (Wenger, 1999) benyttes for å analysere kollektive virkninger av elever og læreres 

sosiale interaksjon. Læreplanteori (Deng, 2017; Englund, 2015; Reid, 2016) benyttes for å 

analysere læreres undervisning i fag som forhandlede praksishendelser i klasserommet, og for 

å analysere nasjonale læreplaner (Chan, 2012; Hopmann, 2003; Lundgren, 2012) som 

forhandlet praksis for pedagogisk styring og kontroll. 

 

Studien har et kvalitativt design som basert på metoder for analyse av policy, forskning og 

klasseromsinteraksjon. Policy- og litteraturanalyse er utført ved hjelp av kritisk 

litteraturanalyse (Suri, 2013), samt bibliometrisk- og innholdsanalyse (Bowen, 2009; Weber, 

1990) for å generere data om utvikling av læreplaner på nasjonalt og internasjonalt nivå. 

Kvalitative intervjuer (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015) med elever og lærere og 

deltakerobservasjon (Heath et al., 2009; Okely, 2013) har blitt brukt til å generere data om 

utøvelsen av læreplaner på klasseromsnivå. 

 

Studien identifiserer to forståelser av sosial læring som; utvikling av ferdigheter, og utvikling 

av fellesskap, i internasjonal politikk og forskning. Studien finner at norske beslutningstakere 

trekker på begge forståelsene av sosial læring i den nylig reviderte læreplanen. Studien 

identifiserer også hvordan elevenes sosiale læring påvirkes av mekanismer for personifisering, 

felling, gruppering og identifisering i den faglige undervisningen. Samlet sett indikerer disse 

funnene at elevenes sosiale læring påvirkes av en dobbel dialektikk mellom læreplaner i 

politikk og praksis, og mellom sosiale strukturer og elever og læreres handlingsrom i 

klasserommet. 
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Preface 

The attack on the U.S. Capital building following the 2020 Unites States presidential elections 

is a chilling reminder of the fragile nature of democracy. Twenty five years ago UNESCO 
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Rune Hausstätter and Ane-Gunhild Amirnejad, thank you for giving me the opportunity to 

learn, and the practical support I needed to complete the project. To all my fellows at BUK – 

thank you for making me feel welcome and for sharing the ups and downs of life as a Phd-

student. Thank you also to good colleagues in research groups SPLP and TEPEE for 

comments and discussions and to my mentors Selma Therese Lyng and Ottar Ness for their 
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Home again 
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One day I know 

I'll feel home again 

Born again 
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I'll feel strong again 
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1 Introduction 

This thesis explores how social learning is understood in international policy and research, 

and how social learning is influenced by curriculum making at the policy and practice level in 

Norwegian lower secondary education. A generally recognized fact is that students’ academic 

learning is influenced by social and contextual factors, such as teacher-peer relationships and 

supporting learning environments (Hattie, 2009; Thuen, Bru, & Ogden, 2007). However, the 

converse influence of academic learning on social learning has rarely been explored. In this 

study, I explore the relationship between curriculum making and social learning to develop 

new knowledge about how policy and practice can support students and teachers to thrive and 

learn together in more sustainable ways in the classroom. 

 

Previous research has highlighted the importance of social and emotional learning for 

students’ academic and long-term success in life (Kautz, Heckman, Diris, ter Weel, & 

Borghans, 2017; OECD, 2015). Few studies, however, have explored how concepts of social 

learning are understood in international policy and research or and how these concepts are 

negotiated in curriculum making in the Norwegian context. Studies have also shown how 

students’ social learning can be influenced by teachers’ practices in schools (Elias, Leverett, 

Duffell, Humphrey, Stepney et al., 2015; Plauborg, 2017; Wang & Goldberg, 2017). There is, 

however, also a lacuna of studies investigating how teachers’ curriculum making in school 

subjects influences students social learning in the classroom. This study pertains to how the 

concept of social learning is constructed through policy negotiations at the national and 

international level, and how social learning is enacted by students and teachers following a 

subject curriculum in Norwegian lower secondary education. 

 

Three main motivations form the basis of this study. The first motivation is related to the 

increasing emphasis on social learning spearheaded by the development of transnational 

instruments and recommendations by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD, 2015, 2018, 2020b). These recommendations trigger policy 

negotiations and influence curriculum making at the national level. Investigating such policy 

negotiations can therefore provide important information to future policies and practice for 

social learning. The second motivation is related to the prevalence and devastating 

consequences of bullying in schools (Gini & Pozzoli, 2009). This study seeks to develop new 

knowledge to improve current strategies of bullying prevention in schools. The third 
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motivation is to expand new knowledge on aspects of teachers’ curriculum making in subjects 

that can facilitate students’ learning while also preventing bullying in schools.  

 

This study has been conducted primarily using qualitative methods of data generation and 

analysis. To investigate the formation of concepts and recommendations on social learning 

espoused in international policy and research, I have conducted extensive literature reviews 

and analysed theories and reports from prominent actors in the Norwegian and international 

context (see Articles 1 & 2). These reviews have been informed by a critical research review 

methodology (Suri, 2013) and the concept of immanent critique (Bhaskar, 2016) to outline 

potential weaknesses in the strong arguments advocated by the dominant actors in each field. I 

have also analysed policy negotiations in the Norwegian context (see Article 3) by 

investigating key references and sources cited to inform decisions on how social learning is to 

be addressed in the newly revised national curriculum. This analysis draws on methods of 

content analysis and bibliometric studies (Bowen, 2009; Weber, 1990) to outline and describe 

the characteristics of a core knowledge base that underlines the reform. I have also used 

analytical models of systems dynamics (Shipway, 2011) to analyse how concepts of social 

learning are developed and sustained in an international policy discourse. In the final article of 

this thesis (see Article 4), I have explored teachers’ enactment of subject curricula in two 

subjects and four classes of students in lower secondary education. Qualitative interviews 

(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015) and participant observation (Heath et al., 2009; Okely, 2013) 

were used to generate data from this classroom study. An informed grounded theory approach 

(Thornberg, 2012) building on deliberative curriculum theory (Deng, 2017) and Wenger’s 

social theory of learning (Wenger, 1999) has been used to analyse this data.  

 

In this introductory chapter, I outline the main problem and research questions addressed in 

this study. These research questions are related to four peer reviewed articles, including a 

brief summary of the main findings from each article, that form the basis for the ensuing 

discussions. I proceed to outline the main concepts of curriculum making and social learning 

that are discussed throughout the thesis and relate these concepts to the current national and 

international policy context. Finally, I outline the structure and contents of the chapters that 

constitute the rest of the thesis.   
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1.1 Purpose and Research Questions 

The main purpose of this study is to investigate how students’ social learning is influenced by 

curriculum making at the national (macro) and classroom (micro) levels of education. This 

study focuses on curriculum making in the Norwegian context, considering how policies and 

practices in Norway are shaped by research and policy recommendations at the international 

(supra) level. 

 

This study makes two main contributions to existing research: First, in the field of curriculum 

research, by outlining how concepts of social learning are understood in international policy 

and research, and by exploring how such concepts are negotiated by teachers and 

policymakers in the Norwegian context. Second, in the field of social learning and bullying 

prevention, the study contributes new knowledge on how curriculum concepts have been 

understood and applied in previous research, and how teachers’ curriculum making in the 

classroom can influence students’ social learning.  

 

The main problem is: How does curriculum making in Norwegian policy and practice 

influence students’ social learning? This is addressed through four peer-reviewed articles that 

provide a basis for answering the subsequent research questions:    

1. How is social learning understood in international policy and research? 

2. How is social learning influenced by curriculum making at the national policy level? 

3. How is social learning influenced by curriculum making at the practice level? 

 

In the first article, I investigate contrasting theories of teaching and learning in the Nordic and 

international context and discuss whether a metatheoretical framework in critical realism (CR) 

can provide grounds for developing a more coherent theory of learning. In the second article, I 

investigate concepts and understanding of curriculum in contemporary bullying research and 

discuss how a broader application of curriculum knowledge can add to efforts towards 

bullying prevention in schools. Article three examines the process of curriculum making in 

Norwegian policy design and discusses how international research and policy 

recommendations are negotiated in the new national curriculum. In the fourth article, I 

explore subject teaching in lower secondary education and consider how the practices of 

teachers and students in the classroom influences students’ social learning. Table 1 outlines 
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the problems addressed in each article, the empirical data and methods used to investigate the 

problem and the articles’ main findings.  

Table 1: Article problems, methods and findings 

Article title Article problems  Methods and data Main findings 

Article 1  

Revisioning the 

Fifth Element. 

Can critical 

realism reconcile 

competence and 

Bildung for a 

more sustainable 

twenty-first-

century 

education? 

What are the main points 

of contention between the 

traditions of competence 

and Bildung?  

 

How can a CR contribute 

to reconciling the divisions 

between these traditions? 

Theoretical analysis of 

research on learning 

theory, curriculum, 

Didaktik and CR.  

 

Content analysis of 

official reports and 

policy documents at the 

national and 

international level.  

Learning, in the Norwegian 

context, should be understood 

as a negotiated concept 

influenced by both competence 

and Bildung. Three tension 

points are identified in: the role 

of the teacher, the purpose of 

the curriculum and the role of 

students in teaching and 

learning.  

Article 2 

Is there a hole in 

the whole-school 

approach? A 

critical review of 

curriculum 

understanding in 

bullying research. 

How is curriculum 

understood in 

contemporary research on 

bullying?  

 

How can a curriculum 

perspective add new 

insights to bullying 

prevention in schools? 

Critical review of peer-

reviewed journal 

articles on bullying 

prevention from 2009–

2019. 

Bullying research includes a 

broad range of curriculum 

understandings, but curriculum 

knowledge is constricted within 

different categories of bullying 

research. Three gaps are 

identified in the constricted use 

of curriculum concepts, the 

narrow use of curriculum in the 

dominant program category and 

in the lack of broader concepts 

and approaches to teaching and 

learning in bullying research.  

Article 3 

Negotiating social 

and emotional 

skills in 

curriculum 

reform: A thin red 

line for 

measurability? 

What is the knowledge 

base for framing social 

competence in the ongoing 

Norwegian curriculum 

reform?  

 

How are debates on 

measurability reflected in 

the reform? 

Policy and content 

analysis of national 

reports, white paper and 

core curriculum.  

 

Content and 

bibliometric analysis of 

key sources cited in 

national reports and 

white papers.  

The knowledge base, consisting 

primarily of reports from the 

OECD and psychometric 

research from the USA, 

recommends a systematic 

development and assessment of 

social and emotional skills in 

education. The Norwegian 

curriculum rejects standards 

and assessment of social and 

emotional skills and 

emphasizes social learning 

through subject teaching. 

Article 4 

Exploring 

problems and 

potential of 

curriculum 

making for social 

learning. 

Implications for 

policy and 

practice. 

How is social learning 

supported through subject 

teaching? 

 

What are the challenges 

related to such practices? 

Qualitative interviews 

with students and 

teachers.  

 

Participant observation 

of four classes in 

language (Norwegian) 

and science.  

Teachers influence students’ 

social learning by framing 

contents, methods, purpose and 

assessment in their subject 

teaching. Teachers can support 

students’ development of social 

skills and sense of community 

through such teaching; but they 

can also exacerbate social 

problems such as 

marginalization and 

fragmentation in the classroom. 

Notes: Critical realism (CR); Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

The main study findings are further elaborated in the article summary (see Chapter 5). In the 

summary, I also provide an overview of how the articles relate to the study’s research 
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questions and discussion in this thesis. Underlying these discussions are the concepts of 

curriculum making and social learning that I will elaborate in the following section.     

 

1.2 Main Concepts 

1.2.1 Social learning  

Here, I outline the main influence behind the broad concept of social learning employed in 

this study. Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, and Schellinger (2011) explain social and 

emotional learning (SEL) as learning to ‘recognize and manage emotions, set and achieve 

positive goals, appreciate the perspective of others, establish and maintain positive 

relationships, make responsible decisions and handle interpersonal situations constructively’ 

(Durlak et al., 2011, p. 406). Similar descriptions have been provided by (Weissberg, Durlak, 

Domitrovich, & Gullotta, 2017) emphasizing the five competency domains: self-awareness, 

self-management, social awareness, relationship skills and responsible decision making. 

These scholars describe social and emotional learning as the process of acquiring practical 

skills and attitudes through sequenced, active, focused and explicit interventions. In the 

classroom, this process can involve teaching and modelling social and emotional skills and 

providing opportunities for students to build and apply such skills.  

 

Kautz et al. (2017) employ ‘character skills’ as an umbrella term for seemingly overlapping 

concepts of soft skills, non-cognitive skills and socio-emotional skills. These skills include 

openness, experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism, 

otherwise known as the ‘Big Five’ skills of personality psychology. The researchers argue 

that such skills are important predictors of educational attainment and economic success, and 

that they can be influenced systematically through education. In a recent study, Hukkelberg 

and Ogden (2020) also argue that there is no universally recognized definition or measure of 

social competence, but that most studies align in emphasizing interpersonal (social) and 

intrapersonal (cognitive) skills as determinants of social functioning. Although social 

competence is not universally defined, I will, in this study, draw on these previous studies to 

understand social learning as the development of individual social skills as important factors 

and outcomes of learning in schools.   

 

I will also draw on Wenger’s understanding of learning (Farnsworth, Kleanthous, & Wenger-

Trayner, 2016; Illeris, 2018; Wenger, 1999) as a fundamentally social phenomenon. 

According to Wenger (1999), learning involves social participation and can be understood as 
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a collective process of developing a common practice, a sense of community and a shared 

meaning and identity. This process may facilitate the development of individual social skills, 

but its outcomes are also distinctly social and shared. Over time a community of practice may 

develop a shared repertoire of routines, symbols and styles to express themselves as a 

community. Such communities can also develop a joint enterprise that defines their purpose 

as a community and provides meaning to their practise (Wenger, 1999). A key function of a 

community is to negotiate the boundaries between its members and the outside world. These 

boundaries control who and what is recognized within the community and must be 

continuously manifested and renegotiated by its members. Wenger’s concept of social 

learning is important in this study because it emphasizes the collective practice of the 

community as an outcome of learning. Such practices will be explored in the classroom as 

acts that create a shared meaning and a sense of belonging to the individual who engage with 

subject curriculum in the classroom.  

 

A final influence on the concept of social learning is drawn from the concept of ‘longing for 

belonging’ (Osterman, 2000; Rabøl Hansen, 2011; Søndergaard & Rabøl Hansen, 2018). This 

concept describes the human desire to belong to social communities ‘that makes sense as 

meaningful spaces of shared activity and belonging’ (Søndergaard & Rabøl Hansen, 2018, p. 

327). Such longing can however also trigger practises of exclusion and ‘othering’ to 

consolidate the group around a common external enemy. In this study, I recognize bullying 

behaviour as a social process of learning in an effort to become part of a community by 

harassing others who are perceived to threaten the integrity of the group. 

 

In summary, I draw on three major influences of social skills, collective practice and longing 

for belonging to understand social learning as a process of developing individual social skills 

and a collective sense of community and belonging through education. This broad concept of 

social learning will be employed throughout this thesis and elaborated in the final discussion.  

 

1.2.2 Curriculum making  

Curriculum research (van den Akker, de Boer, Folmer, Kuiper, Letschert et al., 2009) has 

described different levels of curriculum making from the supra level of international 

discourses, to the macro level of state or national curriculum policy and the micro level of 

classroom interactions with the curriculum. The concept of curriculum making applied in this 
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study encompasses practices of curriculum design and implementation at the state level and 

curriculum planning and enactment at the classroom level.   

 

At the policy level, curriculum making involves deciding the purpose, aims and contents 

through reform processes that legitimize state governance and control of education 

(Lundgren, 2012). In Norway, the main bodies responsible for curriculum development 

include the Ministry of Education and Research (NMER) and the Directorate for Education 

and Training. State-based curriculum making can involve different forms of curriculum 

control (Hopmann, 2003). Such control may include local autonomy to adapt and decide 

contents and methods of teaching, and state-based systems of testing and accountability to 

ensure that students learn what they are supposed to learn (the product) according to the aims 

and provisions of the curriculum. The outcome-oriented approach to curriculum control is 

often associated with Anglo-American curriculum models (Gundem & Hopmann, 1998). 

Process control, on the contrary, involves controlling educational input by providing 

prescribed plans and frameworks for teaching. This perspective emphasizes procedural 

control to ensure that teachers deliver the plans in accordance with the aims of the curriculum 

and allows for different results and student outcomes. This form of control is often associated 

with the Didaktik tradition, and previous Nordic models of curriculum design.   

 

Further, state-based curriculum making can imply using different forms of governance to 

exert control over educational practices. Chan (2012) identifies soft governance as the use of 

non-regulatory tools such as guidelines and information to support practice. Hard governance, 

on the contrary, involves legal structures and enforced compliance. In the context of the 

current study, I recognize the process of curriculum making at the policy level to include the 

design of control and governance frameworks, including the regulator status of the 

curriculum, its legal provisions, and the guidelines and support provided by national 

authorities. The concept of curriculum making applied in this study thus encompasses both 

soft and hard forms of governance to design and implement national curriculum frameworks 

through processes of process and product control (Mølstad & Karseth, 2016). At the macro 

level, such curricula can be understood as analogous to ‘prescribed’ curricula (van den Akker 

et al., 2009), including core objectives attainment levels and examination programs.   
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At the classroom level, curriculum making can be understood as a process of developing 

plans, materials and modules for teaching and learning in schools (van den Akker et al., 

2009). Building on a deliberative tradition of curriculum theory (Englund, 2015; Reid, 2016; 

Schwab, 1982), it can also be understood as a participatory process of curriculum decision-

making that emphasizes the deliberate engagement of multiple local actors and the ownership 

of teachers. The concept of curriculum making employed in this study will, at the classroom 

level, encompass the practical and deliberative endeavour of socially enacting the curriculum. 

Such enactments involve teachers, students, contents and their environment in a mutual quest 

to realise a shared vison of what it means to be educated (Deng, 2017). At the micro level, this 

perspective can be seen as encompassing both the ‘described’, ‘enacted’ and, to some degree, 

also the ‘received’ curriculum (Priestley, 2019).  

 

In this study, I envisage teachers as curriculum makers as they design learning experiences 

that invite students to negotiate meaning from their encounters with subject knowledge and 

help students to relate their knowledge to the problems and concerns in their own lives. This 

concept foregrounds teachers as curriculum makers while also recognising students as agents 

in the negotiation of the curriculum. I also draw on the concept of ‘community-building 

didactics’ (Plauborg, 2011, 2016; Rabøl Hansen, 2014; Schott & Søndergaard, 2014) to 

emphasize how teachers’ choice of goals, contents and working methods can prevent bullying 

and support students’ formation of social communities. This concept underscores the 

interconnected nature of social and academic outcomes of teachers’ curriculum making and 

emphasizes how academic teaching and learning can also produce distinctly social outcomes 

in the classroom.  

 

In summary, the concept of curriculum making employed in this thesis includes state-based 

curriculum making as a practice of governance and control at the policy level, and a 

deliberative social practise involving students and teachers negotiating their curriculum in the 

classroom. The concept also encompasses subject teaching to promote a sense of community 

and belonging among students in the classroom. 

 

1.3 Context of the Study 

In the text that follows, I present some recent developments in the national and international 

context that relate to the study of curriculum making for social learning in Norway.   
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1.3.1 The social and economic nature of learning  

At the turn of the century the OECD introduced several efforts to re-frame education and 

learning for the 21st century. Underpinning these efforts is an emphasis on the need for 

transition from an industrialized society to a new global economy where ‘knowledge is now a 

central driving force for economic activity, and the prosperity of individuals, companies and 

nations’ (OECD, 2010, p. 21). Following this assertion, the OECD emphasizes the 

development of adaptive competencies that can help students deal with the rapidly changing 

demands for new knowledge and skills in the workplace. Such competencies are framed as the 

ability of learners to actively construct their own knowledge and skills and use strategies to 

regulate their learning. Learning is also described as a contextual and socially situated 

practice that requires skills in communication and cooperation (OECD, 2010). 

 

1.3.2 Social and emotional skills  

The OECD suggests that social and emotional skills are underrated in policy debates, in part 

because such skills cannot be reliably measured as outcomes of education (OECD, 2015). 

While many countries provide general guidelines to help schools develop students’ social and 

emotional skills, the OECD asserts detailed guidance tends to be lacking and the assessment 

of such skills is less transparent and more informal. Further, the OECD recommends 

developing social and emotional skills from an early age and to assess such skills through the 

use of validated measures in education (OECD, 2015, p. 135). 

 

In its Study on Social and Emotional Skills (SSES) (OECD, 2020b), the OECD has developed 

a cross-cultural framework for assessment. The aim of SSES, according to the OECD, is to 

‘provide policy-makers and educators with relevant information about the conditions and 

practices that foster or hinder the development of social and emotional skills in schools’ 

(Kankaraš & Suarez-Alvarez, 2019, p. 3). Although the results from SSES are not yet public, 

initial reports indicate an intention to combine data on students social and emotional skills 

with other established instruments of international assessment, such as IELS, PISA and 

TALIS.  
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1.3.3 Education 2030 

The OECD recommendation to emphasize social and emotional skills is also recognizable in 

the OECD’s recent framing of the Future of Education and Skills 2030 framework (OECD, 

2018). This framework seeks to provide policymakers with recommendations on knowledge, 

skills, attitudes and values that students will need to thrive and succeed, as well as 

recommendations on the design of curricula and education systems to promote such outcomes 

effectively. The OECD’s recommendations include the development of a broad range of 

cognitive and meta-cognitive skills, and a more systematic approach to developing social and 

emotional skills such as empathy, self-efficacy and collaboration. The OECD also espouses 

the design principle for educational change, emphasizing aspects such as student agency to 

ensure that curricula are designed around students’ needs and in recognition of their prior 

knowledge, skills, attitudes and values. The design principles advocated by the OECD also 

emphasize curriculum coherence by drawing more specifically on content knowledge from 

academic disciplines, and better alignment of teaching and assessment practices to support the 

desired outcomes.  

 

These recent developments by the OECD provide strong incentives and arguments for 

policymakers to address issues of social learning in curricula and assessment frameworks in 

the national context. Previous research has highlighted how Norwegian educational policies 

are negotiated in complex ways, considering both international policy recommendations and 

national concerns (Karseth & Sivesind, 2010; Mølstad & Karseth, 2016). In the text that 

follows, I present some developments in the Norwegian context that relate to the study of 

curriculum making for social learning.  

 

1.3.4 Bullying prevention on the national agenda 

Despite numerous comprehensive efforts (Roland, 2011), bullying victimization rates in 

Norwegian schools remain high. In a recent survey, 6% of students report being bullied 

(Wendelborg, 2020). Most students are bullied by their peers, but some (1.6%) also report 

being bullied by their teachers. In 2014, the highly publicised bullying-related suicide of a 13-

year old boy named Odin sparked public outrage at the authorities for not doing enough to 

tackle bullying in schools. At that time, the government had already commissioned an official 

committee of experts to assess all national measures and policies addressing bullying in 

schools.  
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In its report (ONR, 2015a), the official committee recommends strengthening legal 

frameworks, comprehensive capacity building and training for teachers to prevent bullying. 

The committee underlines how teachers must engage the social dynamics of their classes for 

development, including learning environments, and how ‘communities in schools are 

developed by organizing the goals and contents of teaching in such a way that it includes 

students as active participants in the academic contents of the school’ (ONR, 2015a, p. 124). 

The committee also suggests substantial revisions to the national curriculum, emphasizing 

issues such as democracy and human rights, norm critical assessment and the development of 

students’ digital, social and emotional competence. Following this report, the government 

enacted new legislation to strengthen student rights and took measures to enforce those rights 

in schools. A number of nationwide training programs were also initiated to provide teachers 

with better competence in dealing with issues of bullying in schools. 

 

1.3.5 School of the future: The need for curriculum reform 

Parallel to these events, the government also commissioned a separate official committee to 

assess the contents of the national curriculum (ONR, 2014). The committee’s mandate 

included assessing which competencies students would need in school, education and work 

life, and as responsible members of the society over the next 20-30 years. The committee was 

also charged with evaluating changes that needed to be implemented in subject curricula if 

students were to develop these competences, and what such changes would require of the 

various stakeholders in primary and secondary education.  

 

The primary rationale for commissioning the committee can be found in the evaluation of the 

previous curriculum reform, known as Knowledge Promotion (NMER, 2013). The 

government was by and large pleased with the introduction of the previous curriculum but 

also expressed concerns regarding the rapid changes in Norwegian society, including higher 

demands for skilled labour, increasing digitalization and a more diverse population in 

Norway. The government further argues that subject contents should be frequently revised to 

ensure their relevance in supporting students with the knowledge and skills they need and 

encompass all aspects of the broad mandate of Norwegian education. The government also 

cites concerns from stakeholders that schools are not providing students with needed basic 

skills such as literacy and numeracy, and that more practical and aesthetic work should be 
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encouraged in schools. A prominent aspect of the government’s rationale is also the OECD’s 

work on 21st century skills, underscoring skills such as cooperation, creativity and flexibility 

as important factors for students’ learning and success in dealing with the new demands of 

working life in a knowledge economy.  

 

A detailed analysis of the committee’s recommendations and the national policy negotiations 

regarding social learning are provided in Articles 2 and 4, and in the background and 

discussions of this thesis. On a more general note, it may be helpful to the reader to know that 

a new core curriculum emphasizing values and principles for compulsory education was 

passed by the parliament in 2017, and the new subject curricula for primary and secondary 

sections were enacted in the fall of 2020. Moreover, the curriculum reform in 2006 introduced 

a principle granting teachers autonomy in choice of contents and methods in their teaching. 

This principle is upheld with the introduction of the new curricula in 2020.  

 

These policy developments, including the development of transnational frameworks of 

assessment and official recommendations on bullying and curriculum reform, are important 

contextual factors for understanding how social learning is influenced by curriculum making 

in Norway.  

 

1.4 Thesis Outline 

Following this brief introduction of the topic, main concepts and context of this study, I will 

now proceed to explore the research questions pertaining to social learning and curriculum 

making in Norway. In Chapter 2, I outline previous research in curriculum making and social 

learning, including studies on development of social and emotional skills and bullying 

prevention. I also outline studies on curriculum making in the national and international level 

and include previous research of curriculum making for social learning at the practice level. 

Chapter 3 outlines the main theoretical framework of the study with a metatheoretical 

grounding in CR and the deliberative curriculum theory and social theory of learning as 

analytical tools. Chapter 4 describes my methodological framework building on CR and 

discusses the primary methods of literature review, interview and observations used in 

generating data for the study. Chapter 5 provides a summary of the four peer reviewed journal 

articles underlining the study and outlines how the main findings from these articles relate to 

the topic and questions asked in the study. Chapter 6 provides an in-depth discussion of the 
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main research questions, including an analysis of how social learning is understood in 

international policy and research, and how social learning is influenced by curriculum making 

in policy and practice in Norway. Finally, Chapter 7 provides some concluding remarks 

regarding the overall problems posed for the study and discusses limitations and potential 

implications of the study’s findings for future policy, practice and research.  
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2 Previous Research and Thesis Contribution 

The main problem addressed in this study is how curriculum making in Norwegian policy and 

practice influences students’ social learning. In this chapter, I review previous research to 

inform the discussion of how social learning is understood in international policy and research 

(see Research Question 1). I start by outlining research on curriculum making in the 

international context, followed by research on the Norwegian context. This distinction is 

made to inform discussions of how curriculum making at the international level also 

influences curriculum making for social learning at the national level (see Research Question 

2). I proceed to present previous research on social learning, including research on classroom 

management and teachers’ practices, to inform discussions of how social learning is 

influenced by practices at the classroom level (see Research Question 3). In the final section, I 

summarise these research findings and address how this study contributes new knowledge to 

the fields of curriculum making and social learning.  

 

2.1 Research on Curriculum Making 

2.1.1 The international level 

The increasing prominence of concepts such as 21st-century competence has been 

investigated by Voogt and Roblin (2012), who argue that such competencies are generally 

associated with higher order skills necessary to cope with the complex problems and 

unpredictable situations of the modern knowledge society. Voogt and Roblin find most 

frameworks describing such skills converging around collaboration, communication, literacy, 

social or cultural competencies and citizenship. Implementing these competencies in curricula 

tends to offset established ideas of content and goals and redefine the purpose of schooling. 

Such elements can be added or integrated as cross-curricular competences in the curriculum. 

Voogt and Roblin also argue that the assessment of 21st-century competencies requires new 

assessment technologies and that current assessment models are inadequate for assessing such 

complex competencies.  

 

A number of scholars have been critical of the growing emphasis on 21st century skills and 

learning outcomes in education. Biesta (2016) argues that a new language of learning has 

infiltrated educational discourse and foregrounded learning as an individualistic concept, 

making the learner responsible for how they construct knowledge and engage their 
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surroundings as lifelong learners. This emphasis, Biesta argues, conceals learning as a 

relationship between individuals and a process of mutual discovery. Priestley (2011) aligns 

with Biesta in criticizing the 21st-century skills agenda for shifting focus in educational 

discourse from teaching to learning, and proliferating a neo-liberal view approach where 

curricular frameworks set out not just what children should know, but also how they should 

be.   

 

Hughson and Wood (2020) have investigated the OECD’s recent development of the 

Learning Compass 2030 (LC30) framework that expands the ideas of 21st century education. 

The LC30 is an offspring of the Future of Education and Skills 2030 framework outlining a 

comprehensive ‘roadmap’ for curricular reform. In contrast to previous frameworks (see 

Knain, 2005), the researchers find the OECD emphasizing disciplinary knowledge as central 

to schooling. Hughson and Wood however also find that the LC30 continues to be governed 

by the instrumentalist logic of the knowledge economy and almost exclusively constructs 

knowledge in a narrow utilitarian way as market relevant. With the LC30, the researchers see 

the OECD reasserting itself as a leader in 21st-century education by attempting to shape the 

whole of the curricular design process and including ready-made concepts for skills, 

competence and knowledge as a roadmap for curriculum reform. 

 

Previous research has demonstrated how the OECD is highly influential (Pettersson, 2014; 

Pettersson, Prøitz, & Forsberg, 2017) in providing narratives to underscore curriculum reform 

in many European countries. This research highlights how international educational reasoning 

is blended with discourses in the national context and provides parallel narratives for 

curriculum reform. Other scholars (Sivesind & Wahlström, 2016; Wahlström, 2016) have 

demonstrated how transnational concepts influence national curricula, but also that such 

influences are not linear; rather, complex impulses that move between transnational and 

national and formal and informal policy arenas. 

 

Wahlström, Alvunger, and Wermke (2018) argue that curriculum research in recent years has 

moved beyond simplified discussions of national differences and is increasingly addressing 

how global discourses of neo-liberalism are rearticulated in local struggles over traditions, 

culture and politics. Scholars Priestley and Philippou (2018) similarly argue that curriculum 

making has been dominated by simplistic top-down metaphors which underplay the 
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complexity of curriculum design and enactment as unique social practices. These scholars 

argue for a more nuanced approach, emphasizing curriculum making as a multi-layered series 

of social practices that transcend institutional boundaries. Curriculum research, Priestley and 

Phillippou argue, can contribute by exploring processes, assumptions and influences that 

enable and constrain social actors from developing practices that are more sensitive to broader 

pedagogical purposes, and less likely to render education as an instrumental means to an end. 

 

Alvunger (2018) identifies three spaces of teachers’ agency, in the collective, individual and 

the interactive space of social science teachers’ curriculum enactments. In the collective 

space, teachers construct a mutual pedagogical plan to align aims, content and assessment by 

borrowing and combing content from different curriculum tasks across subjects. This process 

liberates teachers, increasing their agency in the individual space, to construct assignments 

and lesson plans according to their preferences. Alvunger also finds that teachers rarely refer 

to student influence on matters of content in teaching, and that most teachers are careful not to 

let students gain too much influence in the interactive space of the classroom. Some teachers 

do however make use of students’ experiences that are relevant to the presentation of central 

concepts in the curriculum and also let some students explain and teach new concepts to their 

peers.   

 

Kirk, Lamb, Oliver, Ewing-Day, Fleming et al. (2018) identify how teachers emphasize 

student agency, involving students as co-creators of a curriculum to increase students’ 

motivation and participation in physical education class. These researchers identify four 

spaces for teachers and students to manoeuvre: new forms of communication to authorise 

student voice; offering students choices and opening learning possibilities; co-construction of 

a safe class environment; and using opportunities to rethink the traditional structures of the 

curriculum. The researchers argue that the activist approach employed in the study can be 

combined with broadly framed curricular aims that allow students and teachers to navigate the 

identified spaces and increase their agency to meet the local needs and priorities of schools. 

Researchers have also found early indications that this approach can allow students, 

particularly girls, to identify and critique the barriers to their enjoyment of and participation in 

physical education. 
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In summary, this international research indicates that curriculum making on the national level 

is influenced in complex ways by transnational concepts and international policy actors such 

as the OECD. Studies also find that international research both supports and critiques the 

emphasis on competence and skills in curricula. Studies also show that teachers negotiate 

curriculum requirements in different ways and variably involve students as co-creators of the 

curriculum in the classroom. 

 

2.1.2 The national level  

The Norwegian school system has a long tradition of emphasizing social outcomes, in line 

with the ideal of the social democratic welfare state (Telhaug, Mediås, & Aasen, 2006). The 

Norwegian curriculum is described as historically engrained in the Northern European 

tradition of Didaktik and Bildung (Karseth & Sivesind, 2010), while also being open and 

responsive to influences from the Anglo-American tradition of competency and learning.  

 

Previous research (Mølstad & Karseth, 2016) indicates how the national curriculum 

implemented in 2006, aptly named ‘The Knowledge Promotion’, makes a significant shift 

away from the tradition of Didaktik and a content-oriented curriculum design that has 

dominated curriculum making in the Nordic context. This outcomes-oriented curriculum 

underscores competence aims as the core category for what students should know, understand 

and be able to do as a result of their learning in schools. Adding to this, the Norwegian 

curriculum places more emphasis on short-term performance indicators that can be measured 

after a certain time, compared to similar curricula in Finland that emphasize a more long-term 

oriented understanding and familiarisation with social values and norms.  

 

Karseth and Sivesind (2010) argue that the emphasis on competence and skills represent a 

transition towards a more individualized curriculum. This, the researchers argue, is evident in 

how students are obliged to self-regulate and manage their personal identities as an outcome 

of education. This shift transfers responsibility to the individual student and exonerates the 

education systems and curriculum for failing to provide conditions for individual success. 

Studies have also investigated how these changes influences teachers’ practices in the 

classroom. Mølstad, Prøitz, and Dieude (2020) find that teachers find ways of adjusting their 

practice to new curriculum demands and have developed their professional language, 

according to the policies. This is evident in the teachers’ use of self-made criteria and goal 
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sheets as tools to explain what students should learn. Such practices, the researchers argue, 

indicate that the curriculum’s emphasis on goals and assessment has had a clear impact on 

teachers’ practices in schools.    

 

Some initial studies have also been conducted to analyse the newly revised national 

curriculum (implemented in 2020), dubbed ‘The Subject Renewal’. Willbergh (2016) claims 

that the limited knowledge base underlying this reform risks devaluing content knowledge as 

an outcome of education. Willbergh finds the educational concept of 21st-century 

competence, that underlines the reform, to be theoretically inferior to the concept of Bildung, 

and fears that functional emphasis on practical skills and competencies will constrain 

students’ acquisition of important content knowledge. Hilt, Riese, and Søreide (2019) have 

also criticized the reform, claiming that it indicates a shift towards promoting social and 

emotional skills to ensure the production of human capital for economic prosperity. This, the 

researchers argue, implies a narrowing of competencies that may legitimize the need for new 

assessment and end up excluding students who do not conform to the narrow ideals set forth 

by the curriculum. 

 

An evaluation of the curriculum reform is currently underway. Initial reports of Karseth, 

Kvamme, and Ottesen (2020) suggest that stakeholders in the education sector have 

appreciated being actively involved in the process of designing the curriculum and that it 

provides a better internal coherence between contents and competencies in individual 

subjects, and a stronger emphasis on values throughout the curriculum. The report however 

also questions whether the participatory process of curriculum making, in effect, conceals the 

power exerted by national authorities through the aims and provisions of the reform.   

 

Thus, previous studies on curriculum making in Norway indicate a clear orientation towards 

an outcomes-based curriculum in the Norwegian context, and how teachers adapt their 

teaching practices to accommodate the changes in the national curriculum. Studies also 

indicate how the newly revised curriculum has been criticised for emphasis on a narrow set of 

21st-century skills, but also hailed for its improved coherence and emphasis on values.  
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2.2 Research on Bullying and Social Learning  

In this section, I review previous research on bullying prevention, social learning and 

classroom practice. This informs my discussions using a broad concept of social learning (see 

Introduction) and outlines gaps in the existing literature that this study contributes to filling. I 

start by outlining research on bullying prevention and social learning and proceed to outline 

research on classroom practices that influence social learning in the classroom. Finally, I 

summarise some features of the existing research and outline contributions made by this 

study.   

 

2.2.1 Bullying prevention 

Bullying research has a long history in Norway, building on the prominent works of Olweus 

and colleagues (Olweus, 1974, 1992). This psychologically oriented tradition has focused on 

describing bullying as a consequence of individual aggression and anti-social dysfunction and 

identifying characteristics of bullies and victims that make them particularly prone to 

bullying. This perceptive has however also been challenged in the Norwegian context, notably 

by Hareide (2004) who argues, building on the works of Pikas (2002) and Heinemann (1972), 

that bullying should be understood as a group process and resolved though processes of 

restorative justice. Other Norwegian scholars (Dammen, 2003; Hausstätter, 2006) argue that 

bulling can be understood as a result of symbolic violence inflicted by schools, with its formal 

structures, strict rules, tedious routines and conventional methods of discipline and teaching, 

causing children to act out in aggression and bullying behaviour.  

 

Søndergaard (Schott & Søndergaard, 2014; Søndergaard & Rabøl Hansen, 2018) argues 

against understanding individual dysfunction as the primary cause of bullying behaviour and 

advocate an understanding of bullying behaviour as community-based practices of exclusion 

underpinned by students’ existential need to belong and their social exclusion anxiety. 

Helgeland and Lund (2017); Lund, Helgeland, and Kovac (2017) also suggest a new 

definition emphasizing bullying as ‘acts by children and/or adults that constrain an 

individual’s sense of belonging and of being a person of significance in the community’ 

(Lund et al., 2017, p. 6). This broad definition challenges the classical criteria of intent, 

repetition and imbalance as signposts of bullying in school, and has gained significant 

traction, particularly in early childhood education and care. This alternative definition, 

including acts by adults, pertaining to an individual’s sense of belonging however seems to 
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encompass teachers’ classroom management and subject teaching that constrains students’ 

sense of belonging as acts of bullying. Although the Lund’s definition has reinvigorated 

discussions about how teaching can promote inclusion and prevent bulling, its implications 

for teachers’ practice and judicial standing have made the definition less widespread in 

compulsory education.  

 

Roland (2014, 2017) has developed a systems-oriented framework to explain bullying as 

repeated individual and collective interactions of exclusion, systematically targeting a weaker 

individual. This research adds to the individually oriented perspective of Olweus (Olweus, 

1974, 1992) by emphasizing bullying as collective antagonism. Roland and Galloway (2002) 

have also found that some aspects of classroom management have positive effects in 

counteracting bullying, including training students to work in groups as part of their academic 

work. This research emphasizes how teaching and classroom management are entangled, and 

how classroom management can contribute to social cohesion in a school class. Fandrem, 

Strohmeier, and Jonsdottir (2012) builds on Roland’s framework and finds that young 

immigrants in Norway report higher rates of bullying victimisation than their native peers. In 

a later study, Nergaard, Fandrem, Jahnsen, and Tveitereid (2020) also find that, for immigrant 

students, the feeling of membership in a subgroup seems to be stronger than the feeling of 

membership in the class community. Although teachers generally accept diversity in their 

classrooms, diversity did not seem to be appreciated, encouraged or used in teacher practices 

aiming to increase feelings of inclusion. 

 

Researchers Eriksen and Lyng (2015) have identify gaps in the current repertoire for bullying 

prevention in Norwegian schools. One such gap, the researchers argue, is the lack of strategies 

to enhance social cohesion and sense of belonging in the ‘formal we’ of the school class. 

Lyng (2018) has also demonstrated how social mechanisms of marginalisation are enacted 

through subtle distinctions within a group of ‘normals’ and how subject teaching can also 

support a social process of bullying and exclusion. Such processes are however not always 

apparent to students and teachers as bullying, as Eriksen (2018) demonstrates by outlining 

how the traditional definitions of bulling are highly engrained and monitored by both students 

and staff in Norwegian schools.  
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Norway has a long tradition of supporting systematic bullying prevention through the use of 

anti-bullying programs like the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program and School-wide 

Positive Behaviour Support in schools. Recent studies using population-wide longitudinal 

register data for all Norwegian primary schools (Borgen, Kirkebøen, Ogden, Raaum, & 

Sørlie, 2020) however find only small reductions in classroom noise and no significant effects 

of these programs on academic outcome, well-being or bullying prevalence. In sum, this 

previous research on bullying indicates that established understandings of bullying are 

increasingly being challenged by new theories and approaches to bullying prevention. A 

social perspective is evident in the emerging approaches emphasizing how bullying is 

influenced by social dynamics in peer groups and student-teacher interactions in the 

classroom. Longitudinal research (Borgen et al., 2020) also suggest that traditional anti-

bullying programs may have a limited effect on bullying prevalence. Together, these findings 

underscore the need for new approaches and strategies to preventing bullying in schools.    

 

2.2.2 Bullying and social learning 

Previous research has also found students’ social and emotional learning to be an important 

factor in reducing bullying and promoting students’ self-esteem and self-regulation (Espelage, 

Low, Polanin, & Brown, 2013; Rigby & Slee, 2008; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). Vreeman and 

Carroll (2007) investigated the use of curriculum interventions to prevent bullying, including 

videotapes, lectures and written curriculum applied in the classroom. They found only four 

out of ten studies with documented reductions in bullying rates. Rigby and Slee (2008) also 

found that standalone curriculum interventions focusing on development of appropriate social 

skills were less successful than whole-school interventions. These findings are further 

supported by Farrington and Ttofi (2009) who found that programmes of longer duration and 

multiple components had a greater chance of reducing bullying, but also make it more 

demanding for teachers to participate in such programmes. The latter finding is supported in 

other studies (Tancred, Paparini, Melendez-Torres, Fletcher, Thomas et al., 2018) that argue 

that overcrowded curricula and overburdened teachers are significant obstacles to promoting 

social outcomes and preventing bullying in schools. These reviews not only indicate that 

standalone curriculum interventions are less effective in reducing bullying in schools, but also 

that more effective whole-school interventions are time consuming and challenging for 

teachers. 
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Policies and research have emphasized interventions targeting peer groups to prevent 

bullying. In her review, Salmivalli (2010) finds that there is less empirical evidence to suggest 

what at the group level should be changed and how. Salmivalli finds evidence supporting the 

claim that children belonging to bullying cliques increase their bullying behaviour and that 

such behaviours may be emulated by others over time. She also finds that some classroom 

contexts inhibit even highly empathic children from helping their vulnerable peers. Salmivalli, 

Kärnä, and Poskiparta (2010) argues that interventions targeted at reducing bullying should 

involve all students rather than just bullies and their victims. She suggests working through 

universal interventions involving teachers and students in the whole class, with targeted 

interventions towards the bullies and victims and to a select group of high-status peers. Such 

interventions should develop students’ sense of responsibility for the whole group of peers 

and promote safe strategies to support peers who are victimized.  

 

Students’ active participation in efforts to prevent bullying have also been highlighted in 

research. Cross and Barnes (2014) have emphasized the need to rethink standardized 

interventions and avoid a one-size-fits-all approach to bullying prevention. Cross, Lester, 

Barnes, Cardoso, and Hadwen (2015) have also argued that there is a lack of engagement with 

students, particularly in the design and delivery of educational resources to address 

cyberbullying in schools. Such engagement, Cross argues, enhances the likelihood of reaching 

a diverse student population and developing strategies that address the needs and concerns of 

those targeted. Patterson, Allan, and Cross (2017) find that young people do not involve 

adults and primarily seek support from peers to deal with issues of cyberbullying. These 

findings underline the importance of helping students support each other in online 

communities to deal with issues of bullying. Lester, Waters, and Cross (2013) also find that 

increasing students’ feeling of connectedness in school can contribute to reducing the effects 

of bullying, such as depression and anxiety.  

 

The relational climate in a school class has also been found to influence bullying prevalence. 

Thornberg and colleagues (Thornberg, 2011; Thornberg, Wänström, & Jungert, 2018; 

Thornberg, Wänström, & Pozzoli, 2017) have emphasized collective moral disengagement as 

a mechanism to describe how normal functions of self-regulation and sanctions are 

deactivated in peer groups to allow bullying behaviours to flourish. Thornberg et al. find that 

such bullying behaviour is less likely to occur in classes characterised by a positive relational 
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climate and lower levels of moral disengagement. Building on these findings, Thornberg et al. 

suggest strategies to support teachers in building positive relationships and moral engagement 

through their teaching. Such strategies could include discussing mechanisms of moral 

disengagement in historical examples (e.g. Holocaust) and engaging students to reflect on 

examples of morals in their own lives. Recently, Thornberg, Baraldsnes, and Saeverot (2018) 

called for more research to investigate the pedagogical practices of students and teachers to 

‘address all the processes that go on in schools, and how these processes may produce but also 

counteract bullying’ (Thornberg, Baraldsnes, et al., 2018, p. 295).    

  

In summary, these studies on bullying prevention and social learning emphasize how 

standalone curriculum interventions are less effective at preventing bullying than coordinated 

whole-school approaches that involve all levels and actors in the schools. Studies also show 

how peer-group dynamics and student-centred approaches for design and implementation are 

promoted in international bullying research. Some scholars have also called for more research 

to investigate and integrate teachers’ practices and pedagogies in strategies to prevent 

bullying in schools.  

 

2.2.3 Classroom practice 

Interventions to improve students’ SEL in schools typically involve programmes and 

instructional practices aimed at enhancing knowledge, skills and behaviours to promote 

positive affective, cognitive and social development (Weissberg et al., 2017). Previous studies 

have not only found positive effects of integrating SEL interventions in schools (Elias et al., 

2015; Jones & Bouffard, 2012), but have also identified a lack of systematic implementation 

and support for such approaches in the classroom. Yoder (2014) also finds that research 

recommends supporting such learning through student-centred classroom management, 

collaborative learning and engaging students in self-assessment.  

 

Teachers’ expectations of how students should behave in the classroom has been found to 

influence outcomes in the classroom. Gustavsen (2017) finds that teachers tend to assess girls 

as having better social skills than boys. Teachers’ expectations of social skills also explain 

some of the variance in grading, indicating that teachers may contribute to the generation of 

gender differences in academic achievement. Thuen et al. (2007) find that emotional support 

from teachers and students’ experience of meaning in their schoolwork influences how they 
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cope with problems in the class. The study indicates that teachers treat students with 

behaviour problems differently and thus contribute to variations in how the students perceive 

their learning environment. The studies also suggest that subject contents and academic 

support should be considered as influential factors in promoting social learning and reducing 

problem behaviour in the classroom.  

 

Some studies have investigated how teaching practices influence students’ social learning; 

notably, Plauborg (2011, 2017) finds that students’ social and academic learning are 

intertwined with teachers’ practices of classroom management and that teachers can prevent 

bullying by considering social aspects of students’ learning in the class. Some scholars 

(Plauborg, 2011, 2016; Rabøl Hansen, 2014; Schott & Søndergaard, 2014) outline the concept 

of community-building didactics to emphasize how teachers’ enactment of goal, contents and 

working methods can influence students’ sense of belonging and prevent bullying in the class. 

Wang and Goldberg (2017) found positive outcomes from using children’s literature to reduce 

bullying among elementary school students, and argue that bullying prevention can be 

integrated into daily language arts instruction. Similarly, Mack (2012) finds that language 

teachers can address the problem of bullying by teaching about emotions through the study of 

literature, writing, drama, media and language.  

 

Uitto and Saloranta (2017) have found that teachers do not always feel confident in dealing 

with topics outside their curriculum. Dealing with issues such as values, attitudes and well-

being can therefore be a challenge for teachers. Anker-Hansen and Andrée (2015) have also 

identified tensions in teachers’ use of classroom debates in science education, as students’ use 

of scientific knowledge is entwined with social motives, such as expressing social 

responsibility or winning the debate. These findings highlight how teachers’ choice of 

working methods can have both social and academic consequences that are not always 

considered by the teachers. In line with these findings, White and Kern (2018) also emphasize 

how teaching for well-being and a sense of belonging can have positive outcomes, but that 

simplistic interventions in complex educational settings may do more harm than good.  

 

A longitudinal ethnographic classroom study by Michelet (2011) finds that students’ 

academic and social learning constitute different aspects of the same process rather than two 

different processes in the classroom. The study develops the concept of student culture to 
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encompass these intertwined processes and much of what is usually described as the learning 

environment. The study provides a detailed account of how students, through participation 

and counterplay with teachers, influence their academic learning. At the same time, they 

participate in social learning processes characterized by how relationships and positions are 

lived out in the classroom. The concept of student culture recognizes how students’ social and 

academic learning are negotiated through both collaboration and dominance in the classroom. 

In relation to this study, this concept also underlines the collective cultural outcome of 

classroom practice.  

 

Summing up, previous research on concepts and educational practices emphasizes a 

connection between students’ academic and social learning, with a dominant perspective that 

individual social skills are outcomes of learning. Studies also show how teachers significantly 

influence students’ behaviour and social learning by framing contents and working methods 

in their subject teaching. Studies also indicate that teachers can experience difficulties when 

trying to influence students’ social learning through their teaching, and that some 

interventions may also have a negative impact on students. This research also demonstrates 

how student-teacher interaction also produces distinct social and cultural outcomes in a class.   

 

2.3 Features of Existing Research and Study Contribution 

This review of research on curriculum making, bullying prevention and social learning 

demonstrated how these fields overlap and emphasize different perspectives on social 

learning. Some notable features can be observed. First, research on curriculum making 

demonstrates a shift towards outcomes-based curriculum models and 21st century skills, a 

development that is both supported and criticized by the research. Second, previous 

curriculum research underscores how teachers and policymakers adapt and negotiate new 

concepts and influence, in complex ways, their practice of curriculum making.  

Third, in the field of bullying research, new theories and approaches to bullying prevention 

are emerging. One emerging strategy underscores the social dynamics of bullying and 

advocates interventions to address peer-group dynamics and teaching practices to prevent 

bullying. Fourth, studies on traditional anti-bullying programmes and standalone curriculum 

approaches have demonstrated a lack of effect on the prevalence of bullying in schools. These 

findings further underscore the need to develop new approaches to prevent bullying in 

schools. Fifth, research on social learning demonstrates a variety of concepts and 
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understandings converging around the development of individual social skills. Sixth, as in the 

field of bullying prevention, studies on social learning seem to align in emphasizing the role 

of teachers and peers in supporting social learning. However, studies also demonstrate that 

classroom practices can also have negative effects on students’ social learning.     

 

In sum, previous research demonstrates a growing confidence in the ability of schools to 

support students’ social learning through practices of curriculum making at the policy and 

classroom levels. So far, however, little research has investigated how such influences are 

negotiated by teachers and policymakers, and how these negotiations affect students’ social 

learning in the classroom. The studies also indicate a large body of knowledge on the 

development of individual social skills, but less knowledge about the collective outcomes of 

social learning. This study contributes to the existing research by further outlining how social 

learning is conceptualized in international policy and research and argues for the inclusion of 

both individual and collective outcomes in a broader concept of social learning. The study 

also contributes by discussing how social learning was negotiated by policymakers in the 

recent Norwegian curriculum reform and outlining potential mechanisms that can explain 

such negotiations in the national context. Finally, the current study contributes to new 

knowledge about how teachers’ practices influence students’ social learning by highlighting 

the collective enactment of subject curricula and the mechanisms that enable and constrain 

such learning in the classroom.  
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3 Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter, I will describe the theoretical framework of the thesis combining a 

metatheoretical grounding in CR and Wenger’s (1999) social theory of learning. This 

framework, along with the main concepts outlined in the introduction (see Chapter 1.2), will 

be used to address the problem of how curriculum making in Norwegian policy and practice 

influences students’ social learning. In the following, I outline key analytical concepts drawn 

from CR and the social theory of learning, and consider some limitations and potential 

contributions from this theoretical framing. These theories and concepts will be used as the 

basis for retrodiction in the discussion of the thesis.  

 

3.1 Critical Realism: A Metatheoretical Framework 

CR can be described as a theory of science characterised by its thee main features of 

ontological realism, epistemological relativism and judgemental rationality (Bhaskar, 

Danermark, & Price, 2018; Danermark et al., 2011). In the following, I will outline these 

basic concepts and how the theory of CR has previously been applied in education research.  

 

3.1.1 Ontological realism and causality 

CR provides a general ontology of how the social and natural world works to guide scientific 

explorations and uncovers the structures and mechanisms that produce real events and 

experiences (Danermark et al., 2011). CR embraces the ideal of criticism to systematically 

question human knowledge and experience and seek out causal explanations for social 

phenomena beyond what is empirically given. For critical realists, ‘the possible is more basic 

than the actual’ (Bhaskar et al., 2018, p. 56), meaning that a social phenomenon holds more 

possible outcomes than what is actualized in any given situation. The object of social science, 

from the viewpoint of CR, is then not just to collect and analyse data on empirical outcomes, 

but to produce knowledge about the underlying structures and mechanisms that enable and 

constrain such events. This quest is supported by a stratified ontology containing three levels: 

the empirical, the actual and the real (Bhaskar et al., 2018). 

 

At the empirical level, we experience the world and influence events directly and indirectly 

through our interactions and observations. Like much social science research, CR research 

focuses on collecting data on human interaction and making inferences (i.e. using theory) to 
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explain how these interactions are guided by underlying structures and mechanisms that 

create patterns of interactions and cause social events to occur in a structured way over time. 

Social events are in the CR-ontology, not same as the human experience of an event, but 

rather separate and ontologically real units located at the actual level. Such events are real in 

the sense that they can occur regardless of whether humans experience them or not. This is 

often the case when social norms are deeply ingrained in a group, causing its members to act 

on instinct and without question. Such events may be oblivious to the insiders in the group 

but, nonetheless, real and causative of other events and experiences in the social world.  

 

Like mainstream social research, CR employs empirical data to make inferences about events 

and the mechanisms that cause such events (event causality). Event causality describes the 

necessary antecedents of an event—the what that caused the event to happen as it did 

(Mingers & Standing, 2017). Building on the stratified ontology, CR however also seeks to 

explain the underlying mechanisms that cause social events to occur in similar and recurring 

ways across time and space. This generative causality explains the why things happened; 

understood as mechanisms of causality that are enduring and generative regardless of whether 

they are actualized in an event or not (Mingers & Standing, 2017). Such generative 

mechanisms are located at the level of the real and can only be inferred through theory. The 

presence of generative mechanisms can be inferred by comparing data from multiple events to 

describe the ‘natural tendencies’ (Bhaskar, 2016, p. 36) displayed in these events. Such 

tendencies should not be confused with laws of nature as described in the covering law-model 

of natural science (Moses & Knutsen, 2012).  

 

Contrary to governing mechanisms in the natural sciences, these generative mechanisms 

emphasized in CR create the conditions for social events to occur in particular ways, but do 

not determine their outcome. This is due to the presence of multiple generative mechanisms 

that may be in operation simultaneously, counteracting the influences of any single 

mechanism. Although a social mechanism may be in operation, its effects may therefore not 

always be actualized or observed in a specific event (Danermark et al., 2011). The natural 

tendencies of events may then not be actualized in a given situation, or they may be 

‘possessed without being exercised’, or ‘exercised without being actualized’ (Bhaskar, 2008a, 

p. 404). 
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Figure 1: CR ontology and concepts, based on Hoddy, 2019. 

Building in a stratified ontology of CR, the purpose of CR-social science is to ‘investigate and 

identify relationships and non-relationships, respectively, between what we experience, what 

actually happens, and the underlying mechanisms that produce events in the world’ 

(Danermark et al., 2011, p. 21).  

 

Building on the principle of stratification, CR holds that the world is divided into layers that 

possess their own structures and mechanisms. To infer causal mechanisms in CR social 

research, it is necessary to construct a laminated system of irreducible ontological levels that 

are specific to the context of the research (Bhaskar et al., 2018). An example of a laminated 

system devised for the purpose of disability research incorporates mechanisms at the physical, 

biological, psychological, psycho-social/economic and cultural/normative levels (Danermark, 

2019). Each of these layers contain structures and mechanisms that enable or constrain 

disability in different ways. CR further posits that structures and mechanisms operating at one 

level, that is, mental disabilities, cannot be reduced to or fully explained by structures and 

mechanisms at a lower level of reality, that is, cultural norms toward people with disabilities 

(Danermark, 2019). The purpose of the laminated system then, is to enable a case-specific 

inference of causal mechanisms that can explain the emergence of a social phenomenon 

(disability) and allow the researcher to resolve this complex social phenomenon into its 

constituent parts. Layered systems then provide a way of reducing the complexity of social 

phenomena intermittently, by focusing on causal mechanisms at any given layer, while also 
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maintaining the complexity of the phenomenon as a whole by insisting on the presence of 

independent and simultaneous structures and mechanisms at other layers. In CR, social 

structures, such as norms and enduring patterns of behaviour, precede human agency 

(Bhaskar, 2008a). These structures, however, do not determine how humans act, but rather 

emerge as a result of human agency that either transforms or reproduces the pre-existing 

social structure. Structure and agency then constitute a dialectic where the two are mutually 

dependant, but also distinguishable from each other. This understanding of layered ontology 

and laminated systems in CR provides powerful tools for dealing with complexity and a 

strong impulse against dualism and reductionism in social science research.  

 

3.1.2 Epistemological relativism: Interdisciplinarity and underlabouring 

Another important feature of CR is its emphasis on epistemological relativism (Bhaskar et al., 

2018). This feature underscores all human knowledge as transitive and implies, in principle, 

that all forms of scientific knowledge about the world are equally fallible. This 

epistemological relativism however does not imply that human knowledge is insignificant or 

irrelevant to explain phenomena in the social and natural world. Rather, it underscores, as 

emphasized by ontological realism, that because the world is ordered by structures and 

mechanisms operating independently of our human knowledge, no single method or theory 

can be applied mechanically and produce invariable knowledge about the world. As the social 

world is complex and constantly changing, our knowledge about the world will always need 

to be updated and adapted to the new condition of the world. This can be exemplified by the 

accumulation of knowledge that sparked the industrial revolution, and the current need to 

develop new knowledge and practices to counter its devastating effects on our global climate. 

As such, CR insists that all human knowledge is culturally and historically engrained within 

the context of an epistemological framework. It provides a humbling impulse to social science 

research, while at the same time maintaining that objective transitive knowledge about the 

social world is valuable and attainable.   

 

This foundational principle of epistemic relativism also implies that critical realists should 

have an ‘open-mindedness and tolerance for disciplines other that their own’ (Danermark, 

2019, p. 374). CR, then, encompasses and encourages a large range of scientific approaches, 

including quantitative, qualitative and mixed-methods approaches, and seeks to explain the 

world as a complex whole, and not just through its fragmented parts. A CR approach to 
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interdisciplinarity can be characterized as ‘inter-level’ research that requires the use of 

knowledge and methodology from different disciplines to explain ‘all relevant levels’ 

(Danermark, 2019, p. 370) of a phenomenon. Such endeavours usually require long-term 

cooperation and resources between researchers from different traditions, based on a mutually 

agreed laminated system. On a smaller scale, such as in this project, it can also involve the use 

of existing theory and methodology from different fields to infer structures and mechanisms 

operating at different levels of the laminated system.      

 

Adjacent to this interdisciplinary approach, Price and Martin (2018) argue that CR can be 

usefully applied to underlabour for theory and practices in and between different disciplines. 

Using CR as an underlabourer involves using key features of CR, such as stratified ontology 

and epistemological relativism to provide a general scheme (i.e. a laminated system) for social 

science research that enables and encourages a multidisciplinary approach. CR provides an 

ontological grounding and a framework that strengthens the validity of social research and 

resolves many of the underlying epistemological issues that may otherwise constrain such 

approaches. Using this framework invites a creative and explorative research process to 

explain causal relationships in new ways, and provides thinking tools (Danermark et al., 

2011) to support a pluralistic scientific research process.  

 

3.1.3 Judgmental rationality and modes of inference 

A third key feature of CR is its emphasis on judgemental rationality (Bhaskar et al., 2018). 

Although CR purports epistemological relativism, this does not imply judgmental relativism. 

that is, that all explanations of social phenomena are of equal merit. CR, rather, proposes 

using scientific theories and methods as tools to discriminate between rivalling explanations. 

The concept of judgemental rationality invoked in CR is similar to that of inference to the best 

explanation (Lipton, 2004) applied in other strands of social science research. Such inferences 

are always made within an epistemological framework, that is, in a historic and cultural 

context and that which supports the organisation and accumulation of knowledge in a specific 

field. This presupposes science as a developmental process that constantly generates new 

theories to rival the old, and as the supremacy of theories with superior explanatory powers 

within its field.       
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Judgemental rationality is supported in CR through a general model of CR research that 

involves two signature modes of inference in abduction and retroduction. Abduction 

(Hartwig, 2015) is often used as a synonym with inference to the best explanation, and 

requires ranking competing potential explanations by their explanatory powers, and choosing 

the explanation that best describes the phenomenon in question. Retroduction (Danermark et 

al., 2011) is a similar mode of inference that builds on abduction, but where the premises of 

the preferred explanation are scrutinized and the researcher asks: What are the basic 

conditions and requirements that allow this phenomenon to exist? This mode supports the 

inference of higher-level mechanisms that can explain the recurring tendencies of social 

phenomena across different contexts.   

 

3.1.4 Previous critical realism education research 

CR has been applied by a number of researchers to explain the social phenomenon of 

education and educational systems. The work of Archer (2013) has highlighted the social and 

historical origins of educational systems, and the constant transformation of such systems 

through morphogenic cycles, involving the elaboration (morphogenesis) and reinforcement 

(morphostasis) of the social structure that governs such systems. Bhaskar (Scott & Bhaskar, 

2015) has made contributions to a general theory of education, including outlining 

philosophical premises for human beings, their environment and their acquisition of 

knowledge in education.  

 

Other scholars (Shipway, 2011) have used CR theories and methodology to demonstrate the 

their usefulness in analysing and explaining educational practices. One such contribution is 

the elaboration of the self-sustaining heteronomous social system (see Methodology and 

Article 2 in this thesis) to explain how educational systems employ mechanisms of 

psychological rationalisation and ideological mystification to enable the misrepresentation 

and measurement of learning outcomes, thereby reinforcing its own existence. Shipway also 

provides an illustrative analysis of how compulsory science education in Australia can 

incorporate basic principles of CR in practice to support the democratic power and 

participation of students and enhance their emancipatory skills such as self-monitoring and 

self-evaluation.  

 



42 

 

Another illustration of CR research at the practice level is provided by Wilkinson (2013) who 

analyses how narrowly framed social science curriculum in the UK makes it difficult for 

Muslim boys to understand and interpret their faith in a contextually appropriate way. Such 

curricular inadequacies can drive Muslim boys to other, less responsible sources of religious 

reflection. This lack of curricula inclusion can further marginalize young Muslim boys and 

undermine their sense of belonging in society, potentially causing radicalization and violence. 

Building on its inclusive epistemology, Wilkinson demonstrated how CR can be applied to 

develop a more inclusive humanities education that promotes religious renewal rather than 

being perceived as a threat to religious survival.    

 

CR has also been applied in studies on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), 

notably by Chikamori, Tanimura, and Ueno (2019) who have investigated national curriculum 

provisions and guidelines for ESD in Japan. Chikamori et al. find that unclear concepts and 

lack of support in implementation constrain teacher applications of the ESD curriculum, and 

use the transformational model of social agency (Bhaskar, 2016) to develop a broader 

metaconceptual framing for the ESD curriculum to aid in its implementation. Moreover, in 

environmental education, Olvitt (2017) applies the model of the four planar social being 

(Bhaskar et al., 2018) to argue for a radical re-orientation of education systems in the light of 

the global environmental and climate crisis. Olvitt points to the need to engage in 

transformative learning that generates critical thinking and collective agency to challenge the 

deep-routed practices of colonialism, gender and race inequality and environmental injustice 

that sustain the status quo. Olvitt’s work demonstrates the transformative potential of CR to 

emancipate students by developing their moral agency as embodied, sentient beings through 

education.  

 

At the policy level, Priestley (2011) analyses trends in contemporary curriculum making using 

Archer’s (1995) framework of morphogenic cycles to analyse curriculum change in a broader 

cultural and historical context. The analysis highlights common trends in different national 

curricula, including the emphasis on learning outcomes and supporting students to become 

responsible citizens and effective contributors. Using CR, these changes are seen as processes 

of cultural and structural elaborations and conditioning, based on underlying generative 

mechanisms that cause certain trends to reappear and acquire new language in modern 
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curricula. Priestley’s work demonstrates how CR can be usefully applied to understand the 

mechanisms driving curriculum change at the policy level.  

 

Another example of CR-driven policy analysis is the work of Ming-Lun (2017), who explores 

party politics in the Taiwanese school system as generative mechanisms for anti-bullying 

policies in Taiwanese schools. In the article, he elaborates how top-down governance of 

Taiwanese politics make social control possible in the school system by obstructing collective 

agency for social change. Ming-Lun not only elaborates how a generative mechanism of top-

down governance emphasizes control in school bullying policies, but also how a 

counteracting mechanism of bottom-up experiences with bullying create demands for policies 

to enhance social agency in schools. Ming-Lun’s research demonstrates the complex 

interworkings of generative mechanisms that act and counteract to produce social outcomes. 

Had the interplay of mechanisms been different, the outcomes of Taiwanese bullying policies 

would also have been different.  

 

In summary, CR provides a theory of science characterised by its three main features of 

ontological realism, epistemological relativism and judgemental rationality. These features 

support the multilevel explanation of social phenomena by drawing on the theory and 

methodology of different disciplines and making qualified inferences to explain such 

phenomena at the levels of the actual and the real. A number of studies have employed CR in 

education research. This research displays a wide range of approaches that draw on CR 

concepts to develop general theories of education and educational systems, critique and 

develop curricula practice and policy, and suggest new and transformative ways of supporting 

emancipatory learning and sustainable development. A notable absence in this research is the 

limited number of studies that draw on empirical investigations of classroom practice. To the 

author’s knowledge, no studies have so far applied CR concepts of causality and generative 

mechanisms to analyse practices of curriculum making or social learning. Consequently, this 

study provides a notable contribution to the field of CR by demonstrating the usefulness of its 

basic features to explain the complex interactions of policy negotiations at the national level 

and of students and teachers engaged in subject learning in the classroom.  
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3.2 The Social Theory of Learning 

In this study, I draw on Wenger’s (1999) social theory of learning (see also Farnsworth et al., 

2016; Illeris, 2018) to conceptualize social learning (see Chapter 1.2.1). I also draw on 

Wenger’s theory in my analysis of how social learning is influenced by curriculum making in 

the classroom in Article 4, and in the final discussion of this thesis. In the text that follows, I 

explain how I have applied this theory and offer some comments on previous applications and 

critique the theory.   

 

Social learning can be understood as a collective process of developing a common practice, 

community, meaning and identity through the collective enactment of a curriculum in the 

classroom. Practice, in Wenger’s (1999) theory signifies the collective process of learning as 

doing. In this study, I will use the concept of practice to analyse what students and teachers do 

as active participants in the negotiations of meaning in their classroom. These practices 

include physical and verbal exchanges, reification of symbols and experiences and different 

ways of working together in the classroom. The concept also includes non-active 

participation, such as refusing to take part in learning activities or not expressing views in the 

classroom.  

 

Wenger also outlines the concept of community to imply the collective process of learning to 

belong (Wenger, 1999). In this study, I will employ this concept to describe groups within the 

classroom who share a mutual sense of engagement and develop a sense of belonging through 

their pursuit of a joint enterprise. Over time, such communities develop a shared repertoire of 

routines, symbols and styles to express themselves as members of their community. These 

members continuously guard the boundaries of their community by assessing and reinforcing 

each other’s behaviour and evaluating the behaviour of others in their classroom.  

 

Wenger’s (1999) concept of meaning signifies an accumulation of knowledge and experiences 

through a history of shared learning. To create meaning, according to Wenger, is to be 

actively engaged in a process of understanding and to affect and be affected by the 

perspectives of others as events transpire. In this study, I will understand meaning as the 

collective experience of a school class derived from the encounter with subject contents and 

teachers’ curriculum making in the classroom. This collective experience is partial and subject 

to renegotiation as new content is enacted and new understandings emerge. 
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Wenger’s (1999) concept of identity implies the collective process of learning, becoming a 

community. In this study, I will use the concept of identity to analyse how students and 

teachers negotiate the aims and purposes of education in their collective enactment of subject 

curriculum. Such negotiations, building on Wenger, can be understood as a process of 

becoming where students develop an understanding of who they are in the class and who they 

should aspire to be as adults and citizens outside of the school. Through these negotiations, 

students are also compelled to consider their identities in relation to their teachers and peers, 

and to the communities to which they belong in the classroom. 

 

Wenger (1999, p. 118) posits that multiple communities can operate within a ‘social 

landscape’. In this study, I will be using the social landscape as a metaphor for the classroom, 

where multiple communities and meanings operate simultaneously. This concept is helpful to 

analyse competing practices as ‘boundary encounters’ (Wenger, 1999, p. 112) between 

different communities and individual efforts to negotiate and influence their practices as acts 

of ‘brokering’ (Wenger, 1999, p. 108) in the classroom.  

 

3.2.1 Previous applications and critique  

Wenger’s (1999) theory has previously been applied in classroom research (Hinck & Tighe, 

2020; Kapucu, 2012) in higher education. Some studies have also been conducted in 

compulsory education including a study by Evnitskaya and Morton (2011) who use Wenger in 

a linguistic analysis of secondary science education, and Anker-Hansen and Andrée (2015)  

who investigate classroom debates as communities of practice in lower secondary science 

education. Pless and Katznelson (2019) have also used Wenger’s theory to explore young 

people’s motivations for participation and non-participation in lower secondary education.  

 

The social theory of learning has also been criticised (Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodkinson, & 

Unwin, 2005) for being overly optimistic about the social transfer of knowledge from 

experienced participants to newcomers through peripheral participation. This critique 

emphasizes that newcomers are not always in a disadvantaged position and may also have 

leverage over and provide new knowledge to the communities they enter. Research, building 

on Wenger’s theory, has also been criticized for being limited in scope and lacking in 

empirical support (Smith, Hayes, & Shea, 2017). Most studies have a qualitative design 
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focusing on data analysis to confirm theories, and fail to provide a substantial critique or 

guidance to developing new practice and research.  

 

Despite its flaws, some distinctive features of Wenger’s (1999) social theory of learning make 

it relevant in this study. First, the theory foregrounds social learning as a collective process. 

As outlined above, it provides useful concepts to analyse potential mechanisms at the socio-

cultural level of the laminar learning environment. Second, the theory also provides a contrast 

to conventional theories of social learning (Bandura & McClelland, 1977; Engeström, 2018; 

Vygotsky, 2012) and, thus, supports the critical realist notion of immanent critique by 

providing alternative explanations of social learning to challenge conventional wisdom in the 

field.  

 

3.3 Limitations and Theoretical Contributions 

The theoretical framework of this thesis combines critical realist concepts of causality and 

laminated systems with concepts of community and practice from the social theory of 

learning. This provides a rich vocabulary and several useful concepts to analyse how social 

learning is influenced by curriculum making in policy and practice. Before moving on to 

describing how the study has been conducted, I will briefly consider some of the study’s 

limitations and potential contributions to theory.   

 

3.3.1 Limitations in theoretical framework 

The study’s use of a metatheoretical framework in CR provides a solid ontological founding 

and several useful concepts to support the research process. The study, however, only draws 

on a narrow piece of the vast theoretical landscape of CR. The early contributions of Bhaskar 

(1998, 2008b), and interpretations relating to education (Brown, 2009; Scott & Bhaskar, 

2015; Shipway, 2011) constitute the main theoretical influences in the project. This means 

that later developments in dialectical CR and meta-reality have little bearing on the project 

and findings. Other notable theoretical strands, such as the social realism of Archer (1995), 

have also not been utilized in this research. This latter omission has, for example, meant that 

the historic and structural conditions and morphogenic cycles of the educational system have 

been given little prominence in this study.   
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In this research, I have drawn primarily on concepts derived from a deliberative tradition of 

curriculum theory. Concepts as such as curriculum making and instructional events have been 

used to highlight the negotiation curriculum in policy and practice, in line with the purpose of 

the study. This approach is clearly a limitation of the vast body of knowledge regarding 

teaching and learning in schools, and the political and social process of curriculum 

development. Using the concept of curriculum is itself an adaptation of the English language 

format of this thesis that underplays the historic and cultural influences of the Didaktik 

tradition and the innate Norwegian concepts of læreplan and didaktik. Influences from other 

prominent traditions, such as critical and reformist curriculum theory, have also not been 

considered in this research. Doing so would likely add new dimensions and corrections to the 

insights provided in this analysis. 

 

Social theories of bullying and learning are used in this study to explore the conceptualization 

and practice of social learning. Reducing such theories to a singular social position may be 

analytically useful, but it also represents a serious underrepresentation of the complexity of 

these theories. The works of Søndergaard (Schott & Søndergaard, 2014; Søndergaard & 

Rabøl Hansen, 2018) and Wenger (Farnsworth et al., 2016; Wenger, 1999)provide contrasting 

concepts to the psychologically oriented theories of SEL and conventional bullying research. 

Other contrasting theories, such as evolutionary bullying theory (Koh & Wong, 2017; Kolbert 

& Crothers, 2003) or structural theories of bullying (Dammen, 2003; Hausstätter, 2006), 

could also have been applied with useful outcomes. Similarly, other socially oriented theories 

of learning, such as activity theory (Engeström, 2018; Vygotsky, 2012) or social learning 

theory (Bandura & McClelland, 1977), could also have been applied to critique the 

individualizing tendencies of cognitive theories of learning, although not with a similar 

emphasis on the collective outcome of learning as the chosen theories provide.   

 

3.3.2 Theoretical contributions 

In Article 1 and the discussions in this thesis, I contribute to the development of a critical 

realist theory of learning. Previous research (Nunez, 2013; Tikly, 2015; Zembylas, 2017) has 

criticised a narrow understanding of learning as an empirical outcome of education, and has 

highlighted the critical realist understanding of learning as a middle way between the 

empiricist and constructivist accounts. This previous research has expanded on the existing 

theories of learning and has delivered concepts such as the laminar learning environment to 
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emphasize learning as an emergent property from the interaction of structures and 

mechanisms in the classroom. This study builds on these insights, but also bemoans the 

inability of critical realist research to provide a more ontologically coherent theory of learning 

to thwart instrumentalist practices and cherry-picking policies in education. The current study 

contributes towards such theorizing by outlining critical realist accounts of learning and 

suggesting (Illeris' 2003) general theory of learning and the concepts of competence and 

Bildung as a starting point for further development.   

 

In Articles 1–4 and the discussions in this thesis, I contribute to the development of a broader 

understanding of social learning. Previous SEL research (Durlak et al., 2011; Kautz et al., 

2017) has developed concepts and measures that describe changes in the five key traits of 

personality (Big Five) as outcomes of students’ social and emotional learning. Such traits are 

theorized to be malleable though education and causative of other outcomes such as cognitive 

learning and social functioning. Other research building on theories of social psychology and 

culture (Farnsworth et al., 2016; Søndergaard & Rabøl Hansen, 2018) has theorized social 

learning as a collective process of developing community and mutual practices. This research 

emphasizes the normative climate and establishment of practices in social units as outcomes 

of social learning, and underscores how these units create conditions for students’ 

development in schools. Previous research (Illeris, 2018; Restad, 2019) highlights the absence 

of a unifying theory of social learning. The current study builds on empirical data from 

curriculum analysis and classroom observations to suggest a broader concept of social 

learning including both individual and collective social outcomes. In relation to SEL research, 

this study questions the narrow focus in social skills, and challenges SEL research to theorise 

concepts that also include collective outcomes of social and emotional learning. This study 

also contributes to the development of socio-cultural theories by emphasizing a layered 

ontology and the interaction of curricular and social mechanisms to explain the emergence of 

social learning in the classroom. 
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4 Methodology 

In this chapter, I will present my methodological framework for design, data generation and 

analysis in the current study. The main problem addressed in the study is how curriculum 

making in Norwegian policy and practice influences students’ social learning. Building on the 

theoretical framework of CR, this project employs a pluralistic epistemological approach 

(Bhaskar et al., 2018; Danermark, 2019), using multiple methods of data generation and 

analysis to explore the problem. 

 

In my analysis, I will draw on the CR concept of causality to analyse how students’ social 

learning is influenced by generative mechanisms at the socio-cultural and curricular levels of 

the laminar learning environment. This process builds findings from policy analysis and 

qualitative interviews and observations from the classroom. In this chapter, I first outline how 

I have applied CR as a methodological framework in the study. In the following sections, I 

describe the methods employed in selection and data generation, including methods of policy 

and literature review, mixed methods sampling and qualitative interviews and observations. In 

the final section of the chapter, I discuss some challenges, limitations and methodological 

contributions of the study.  

 

4.1 Applied Critical Realism 

Applied CR can be characterized by its emphasis on explaining causality in social 

phenomena. In the CR-ontology, social systems are open, complex and emergent entities 

governed by a multiplicity of interacting mechanisms at different levels (Edwards, 

O'Mahoney, & Vincent, 2014; Mingers & Standing, 2017). According to Mingers and 

Standing (2017), social mechanisms display a number of characteristics. First, they are only 

apparent in the context of the activities that they control, for example, as an enduring pattern 

of behaviour that reproduces or changes the cultural norms of interactions. Second, such 

mechanisms rely on the knowledge of social actors who engage deliberately in activities as 

part of a culture and at a particular time. Third, such mechanisms are, in principle, 

unpredictable and only considered ontologically real by their powers to cause events to 

happen in particular ways over time, independently of whether they can be empirically 

observed or not.  
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Social mechanisms have the power to cause social events. Such events can be understood as 

‘changes to existing entities’ (Mingers & Standing, 2017, p. 177), meaning that events 

describe a change in the actors’ dispositions or the ongoing flux of activities in a group. 

Without this change, there would be no event. In this study, I analyse causality in an open 

system of education by carving out events, according to the purpose of the research, and by 

describing those events in a way that makes it possible to infer how they may have come to 

pass. I also analytically separate the mechanisms that cause the event (event causality) and the 

deeper underlying mechanisms that may generate event change across time and space 

(generative causality) (Mingers & Standing, 2017). CR has previously been applied in a 

variety of different way in social science research. In the text that follows, I outline some of 

these main strands, and position the study in the wider field of CR research.   

 

4.1.1 Approaches to critical realism research and the position of the study  

Two methodological schools of thought are discernible in the ‘flexible deductive’ (Fletcher, 

2017) and the ‘abductive grounded theory’ approach (Hoddy, 2019) to applied CR research. 

Fletcher’s flexible deductive approach employs extensive (quantitative) and intensive 

(qualitative) methods of data collection (Fletcher, 2017). Tendencies in the data are explored 

in a ‘directed’ coding process, using existing theory and literature to resolve events into 

analytical categories. This process not only supports the inference of mechanisms beyond 

what is empirically given, but also provides an opportunity to supplement the initial deductive 

coding with new and more nuanced inductive coding to revise the applied theories. Fletcher 

further suggests raising the level of theoretical engagement with the data to redescribe 

identified tendencies using theoretical concepts. In this final stage of analysis, retrodiction is 

employed to infer the necessary contextual conditions for the observed empirical trends and 

identify generative mechanisms at a deeper level of reality. This approach, Fletcher argues, 

provides a flexible way of inferring causal mechanisms, while also allowing existing theories 

to be revised based on findings from the research.  

 

Hoddy (2019) argues for an abducted grounded theory approach to CR research. Contrary to 

Fletcher (2017), Hoddy proposes using grounded-theory techniques and open coding to avoid 

being driven by theory and to consider all possible meanings in the initial stage of the 

research process. In the axial coding stage, Hoddy suggests drawing on existing theories to 

describe and make explicit connections between concepts and categories that allow the 
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inference of the underlying mechanisms. Hoddy argues that his abducted grounded theory 

approach is useful in exploratory research where existing theories have not provided a 

substantial explanation of the mechanisms involved in the phenomena. Hoddy also cites 

recent developments of an informed ground theory approach (Thornberg, 2012) that has 

brought grounded theory in alignment with CR. These developments allow the researcher to 

deal with theory-driven analytical categories as useful building blocks and points of departure 

in their research.  

 

In this study, I draw on the informed grounded theory approach, ‘thoroughly grounded in data 

while being informed by existing research literature and theoretical frameworks’ (Thornberg, 

2012, p. 249), to analyse findings from classroom research in Article 4. I also draw on 

Fletchers’s (2017) flexible abductive approach in my analysis of curriculum policy in Article 

3, and in the final discussion of findings from both articles in this thesis. In both the outlined 

approaches, the object of the research is to infer causal mechanisms that can explain why 

things happen the way they do. Underlying these approaches is a general schema describing 

the process of CR research and the modes of inference used when existing theories are 

available to explain a phenomenon. In the following, I outline this general schema, also 

known as the resolution-redescription-retrodiction-elimination-identification-correction 

(RRREIC) model (Danermark et al., 2011). 

 

The first step in the RRREIC model of applied CR research involves the resolution of a 

complex event into its multiple components and causes. In this study, this resolution is 

facilitated by the creation of a laminar system that separates potential layers of mechanisms in 

the event (see outline of laminar systems, below). The second step involves the abductive 

redescription or contextualization of causes in the event to interpret them in new ways by 

using existing theories to explain the event. In this study, I apply the social theory of learning 

and the CR theory of self-sustaining heteronomous systems to explain events in policy and 

practice. The third step is then to retrodict explanatory components from the descriptions 

given in the previous step to infer their underlying causes and explain how these mechanisms 

must operate to create the conditions for the event to appear the way it does in the research. In 

this study, I infer such mechanisms from policy and practice in the final discussion of the 

thesis. This discussion also encompasses the final steps of elimination, identification and 
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correction by critically interrogating the inferred mechanism and adjusting the proposed 

antecedent causes of the event.   

 

In summary, I will draw on a flexible, abductive and informed grounded theory approach to 

CR research. I will resolve the phenomena explored in the articles by using laminated systems 

to identify causal relationships in policy and practice, and draw on theories of social learning 

and self-sustaining systems to redescribe article findings. I will draw on the CR understanding 

of causality to retrodict underlying mechanisms from these findings to explain how students’ 

social learning is influenced by mechanisms at the socio-cultural and curricular level. In the 

text that follows, I describe the laminated systems used to direct my search for casual 

mechanisms in this study.     

 

4.1.2 Context and laminated systems in policy and practice  

CR underscores the importance of context in social science research (Danermark et al., 2011). 

In a review of applied CR research, however, Mingers and Standing (2017) find only a limited 

number of studies, and none in education research, describing causal mechanisms specifically 

related to their context. In this study, I will draw on the context-structure-mechanism-outcome 

(CSMO) model (Bhaskar, 2014; Mingers & Standing, 2017) to infer causal mechanisms 

embedded in the context of educational policy and practice in Norway. I will distinguish 

between mechanisms at the policy (macro) level that are addressed in Article 3, and 

mechanisms at the practice (micro) level that are the focus of Article 4. The laminar systems 

used to explore mechanisms at these levels are outlined below.  

 

4.1.2.1 Policy mechanisms: The self-sustaining heteronomous system 

At the policy level, I will be drawing on the model of the ‘self-sustaining heteronomous 

system’ (Shipway, 2011, p. 135) as a tool for outlining mechanisms the reproduce a social 

structure. This model is outlined as S -> (s -> p -> a) -> S’. (S) signifies the social structure, in 

this case education, and (s) signifies the source of that structure in the need-to-know about 

educational outcomes. This need leads to a ‘misrepresentation’ (p) of outcomes, which then 

leads to actions (a) by stakeholders that in turn reinforce the social structure (S’).  

 

The reinforcing cycle of need-misrepresentation-action is propagated by two distinct features. 

The first is a ‘psychological rationalization’, in which the misrepresentation of outcomes 



53 

 

causes the need to know and reinforces the misrepresentation as a valid measure of those 

outcomes. The second feature is ‘ideological mystification’, in which the relationship between 

the structure and the actual outcome (O) is obscured so that the structure is validated by the 

misrepresentation of outcomes and vice versa. Simply put, the model describes how measures 

of educational outcomes reinforce the structure of education and obscures students’ actual 

outcomes. Consequently, what ends up as a desired outcome of education is what the system 

is able to measure. 

 

In Article 3 of the study, this model is applied as a laminated system to analyse mechanisms 

driving the international push for measurement of students social and emotional skills in 

schools. This system outlines the mechanisms of rationalization and mystification that 

reinforce a narrative of uncertainty and make policymakers depend on the system to provide 

data to control the outcomes of education. The model is also applied in the discussion of this 

thesis, to analyse how curriculum making in Norwegian policy influences students social 

learning in school. In this discussion the model is used as a basis to infer mechanisms of 

curriculum making for social learning at the policy and practice levels.  

 

4.1.2.2 Practice mechanisms: The laminar learning environment  

As a laminar system, at the practice level I will be applying the model of the laminar learning 

environment (Brown, 2009). This model describes the learning environment as an open social 

structure defining and limiting possibilities for learning, while also enabling students and 

teachers to act in ways that may reproduce or transform their learning environment over time. 

In this study, I will be zooming in on generative mechanisms at the socio-cultural and 

curriculum level that are facilitated by social relations and language and influenced by 

curricular enactments in the classroom.  
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Figure 2: Laminar learning environment, based on Brown 2009. 

The model describes five layers, focusing first on mechanism at the physical and biological 

levels. These mechanisms include factors such as school architecture, heat and lighting at the 

physical level, and children’s dispositions such as whether they are healthy, have had a good 

night’s sleep and eaten breakfast at the biological level. Mechanisms such as children’s 

motivation and cognitive aptitude are addressed at the psychological level. At the 

sociocultural level, mechanisms such as teacher-student relations, normative climate and 

group dynamics and individual agency are outlined. At the curricular level, the model 

emphasizes both the prescribed curriculum and the enacted, hidden and absent curriculum. 

Brown (2009, p. 31) further argues that the learning environment is a moral and political 

entity that is continuously engaged in the ‘creation, reproduction and sharing of meaning’, 

influenced by education policies that describe what and how students should learn. 

 

In this study, the laminar model is outlined and discussed in Article 1 as a contribution to 

developing new theories of learning. In Article 4, the model functions as an underlabouring 

heuristic in discussions of how subject teaching influences social learning in the classroom. In 

the final discussion of the thesis, I also use the model as a laminated system to facilitate the 

inference of generative mechanisms of curriculum making at the practice level.  

 

Summing up this section, I will in this study draw on the outlined concepts of CR 

methodology to infer causal mechanisms that can explain how social learning is influenced by 

curium making at the policy and practice levels in Norway. In the text that follows, I describe 

how I have generated data to inform my analysis. I start by outlining the methods used in 
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literature and policy reviews and proceed to describe how I have conducted my classroom 

study using methods of participant observation and interviews. Ethical and practical 

challenges are discussed in relation to each of these methods. I also address researcher 

reflexivity and methodological limitations and contributions in the final sections of the 

chapter.  

 

4.2 Policy and Literature Review 

The first research question of the project focuses on how social learning is understood in 

international policy and research. To answer this question, I first discuss existing theories of 

teaching and learning in light of the projects’ metatheoretical grounding in CR (see Article 1). 

I also conducted a literature review of recent research on bullying (see Article 2), and 

analysed policy documents from the recent Norwegian curriculum reform (see Article 3). The 

methods used in literature review and policy analysis are discussed below.  

 

4.2.1 Literature review 

Cohen, Lawrence, and Morrison (2018) describes a systematic review as following explicit 

protocols and criteria for searching, with clear criteria for inclusion, standards for 

methodological rigor, and strategies to reduce bias. The literature review conducted for this 

study was inspired by a critical synthesis approach (Suri, 2013) with the purpose of producing 

new knowledge by making explicit connections and tensions between individual study reports 

that were not previously visible. A critical synthesis involves investigating research reports 

critically, questioning the presence and absence of topics and established metanarratives in the 

research. Questions asked in the critical review may include; what are the gaps in the 

prevailing understanding, what are the methodologies employed by researchers, and whose 

questions have received little attention in the research. The approach taken to the review was 

also inspired by the critical realist concept of immanent critique (Bhaskar, 2016), which 

encourages the identification of weaknesses in the strong ideas of a field. 

 

I employed an eclectic sampling strategy including qualitative, quantitative and mixed-

methods studies in the corpus. The main search was conducted in March 2019 using the Web 

of Science, Scopus and ORIA databases. These databases were selected to ensure a broad 

representation from natural and social sciences and the humanities in both Nordic and 

international contexts. Building on an initial reading of systematic reviews, a preliminary 
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search was conducted following six lines of inquiry: 1) ‘Standalone’, ‘curriculum’ and 

‘bullying’; 2) ‘Bullying curriculum’ and ‘whole-school approach’; 3) ‘Bullying’ and ‘subject 

curriculum’; 4) ‘Bullying curriculum’, ‘media’ and ‘citizenship’; 5) ‘Bullying’ and ‘informal 

curriculum’ and 6) ‘Bullying’ and ‘integrated curriculum’. This search generated a 

comprehensive body of literature of varying relevance to the study. Search procedures were 

subsequently revised, limiting the scope to English language peer-reviewed articles from 2009 

to 2019, containing the keyword/topic ‘bullying AND curriculum’.  

 

English language journals and studies from the past decades were preferred to assess how 

present-day bullying researchers address curriculum issues in their published work, and in 

dialogue with colleagues from around the world. Studies related to preschool, higher/teacher 

education, disability/special education, workplace, nursing and nursing education were 

excluded. This significantly reduced the number of items for review, while still retaining a 

corpus fit for purpose. A total of 54 abstracts were identified and reviewed. Ten articles were 

excluded for lack of peer review, full text in English and relevance. Five additional articles 

from frequently cited anti-bullying programmes, including the Kiva anti-bullying program 

and the Olweus bullying prevention program were removed to prevent overrepresentation. 

The most recent and relevant studies from both programmes were included. A total of 35 

articles were reviewed in full text. Six articles were excluded for lack of relevance, leaving a 

corpus of 29 studies that were added to NVIVO 12 for further analysis and coding. The 

findings and analysis of this review are outlined in Article 2.  

 

The exclusion criteria used in the review may have omitted important insights on curriculum 

and social learning from adjacent fields. Although some studies from preschool and 

kindergarten (see Helgeland & Lund, 2017; Repo & Repo, 2016; Repo & Sajaniemi, 2015) 

address similar issues, these studies were considered less relevant for the purpose of the 

review. Similarly, although certain groups, such as students enrolled in special education 

(Juul, 1989; Rose, Espelage, & Monda-Amaya, 2009), have been shown to have a higher risk 

of bullying victimization, differentiation based on bullying prevalence and student groupings 

was deemed less relevant to the purpose of this study. The limited scope and critical approach 

chosen for the review may also have overshadowed broader understandings of curriculum and 

social learning in bullying research.    
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4.2.2 Policy analysis  

To analyse national and international polices on social learning, I conducted a policy review 

using a combination of bibliometrics and content analysis. The analysis was inspired by 

Bowen (2009, p. 28) and included ‘finding, selecting, appraising and synthesizing data 

contained in documents’. The approach also included building an overview of documents in a 

systematic fashion (Weber, 1990) and identifying patterns across policy documents and levels 

(Pettersson, 2014; Stemler & Bebell, 1999). The concept of the knowledge base (Wang, 

Haertel, & Walberg, 1993) was used to identify distilled understandings of social learning in 

the policy documents and to assess the sources cited in the documents for coverage and 

relevance.  

 

In the first step of analysis, I identify key policy documents in curriculum reform. These 

included the final governmental white paper (NMER, 2016) and two preceding official reports 

(ONR, 2014, 2015b), as well as the revised core curriculum (NMER, 2017). In the second 

step, I reviewed focusing on discussions on social learning. Two main themes emerged from 

this reading, including discussions on the nature and understanding of social learning and 

discussions on whether and how to assess such learning. The third step involved registering 

cited sources in the policy documents using criteria for coverage and relevance. The coverage 

criterion included a source being cited in at least one official report and the final white paper. 

The relevance criterion included the source addressing the understanding of social learning or 

the assessment or measurement of such learning. This process provided a list of 39 sources. 

The sources were catalogued according to type, context and number of citations across the 

included documents. Twenty-one sources were excluded for failing to meet the coverage 

criterion. The remaining 18 sources were reviewed for relevance by reading abstracts, 

summaries and introductory chapters of the publication. From this reading, nine sources were 

excluded for lack of correspondence with the relevance criterion, and the remaining nine 

sources were included as part of the knowledge base for curriculum reform. The fourth step of 

the analysis involved an in depth reading of the nine items included in the knowledge base for 

social learning of the Norwegian curriculum reform. All documents were analysed using the 

main themes of understanding and assessment identified in the policy documents. The 

findings of the analysis are discussed Article 3.  
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Reviewing policy documents involves the subjective reasoning and choice of researchers in 

framing issues from the data (Bowen, 2009). In this case, the selection of sources was guided 

by the researchers’ interest in international influences and national negotiations of social 

learning. To strengthen the reliability of the analysis, efforts were made to make the process 

of analysis as rigorous and as transparent as possible, and by having two authors assess the 

coding and findings of the analysis. Regardless of these measures, the validity of 

interpretations and conclusions drawn are, however, still influenced by the researcher’s 

subjective reasoning and analytical framing of the study.   

 

4.3 Classroom Study 

In the final phase of the project, I conducted a classroom study to generate data on how social 

learning is influenced by curriculum making at the practice level in the classroom. In the text 

that follows, I discuss the methods used in sampling and selection, and qualitative 

observations and participant interviews.  

 

4.3.1 Mixed methods sampling and selection 

4.3.1.1 Selecting schools 

I used a mixed-methods sampling strategy (Cohen et al., 2018) with qualitative and 

quantitative data to identify best practice schools eligible for field work. This strategy was 

inspired by previous research (Eriksen & Lyng, 2015, 2018) to enable data generation based 

on high-quality educational practices that can inform future policy and practice. I limited my 

search to lower secondary education to increase likelihood of capturing students’ critical 

reflections on teaching and learning, and to enable observation of teaching practices during a 

highly formational period of students’ personal and social development. A quantitative 

analysis was conducted in the fall of 2018 using secondary data from the National Quality 

Assessment System (NQAS). The quantitative analysis was based on measures of social and 

academic outcomes in grade 8–10 over a three-year period (2015–2018). The initial sample 

was drawn from 209 lower secondary schools in 3 geographically connected counties 

comprising a total of 15,033 students. This approach can be described as a non-probabilistic 

combination of convenience and purposive sampling (Cohen et al., 2018). 

 

The first step in the analysis involved conducting an exploratory factor analysis (Cohen et al., 

2018) using SPSS to test reliability and relationships between two constructed measures for 
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class culture (CC) and academic achievement (AA). The following hypotheses were tested: 1. 

CC is positively related to AA. 2. Schools with positive CC and high AA are well suited for 

field work.   

 

The measure for CC included five items, such as ‘are students engaged in suggesting how to 

work in school subjects’ and ‘have you been bullied by other students’ (see Appendix 7).  

A Kayser-Mayer-Olkin measure of 0.699 indicated the suitability of CC for factor analysis. 

The Chronbach Alfa measure (α=0.696), however, indicated the factor to be only marginally 

reliable. The measure for AA included the total average points from students’ subject exams 

and overall achievement. Simple linear regression demonstrated a positive but minor 

statistical relationship (r2 =0.169) indicating that CC accounts for 1.69% of the variance in 

AA. The first hypothesis was then partially confirmed, but with only minor statistical support.   

 

To test the second hypothesis, I first conduct a Oneway analysis to group schools according to 

strength of CC. Only schools with a moderate to strong effect (Cohens d> 0,5 at 95% 

confidence interval) were included in the sample. Fifteen schools with both primary and 

secondary education (year 1-10) were removed due to risk of contamination. Outlier schools 

were also removed. Given the weak relationship between CC and AA, measures for AA were 

only used as supplemental indicators in the final list of 19 eligible schools ranked according to 

the effect of CC (see Appendix 7). 

 

The next step of the analysis involved discussing identified schools with selected 

municipalities and knowledgeable persons in regional governments and universities in 

consideration of additional criteria, such as capacity, current staff and pedagogic focus, 

eventually identifying four eligible schools. These discussions underscored the importance of 

students’ socioeconomic background, school size and geographic location as additional 

criteria for selection. This led to the exclusion of small schools and schools in highly affluent 

areas, and prioritizing schools in locations that could facilitate extended field work. 

 

Four schools were identified as well suited for the study. Following a formal research 

approval from the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (Appendix 1), a request to conduct 

the study was sent to one of the recommended schools. Following a brief dialogue, the 

principal of the school agreed to participate in the study. The selected school was located in a 



60 

 

rural area on the outskirts of a small Norwegian city, and had, at the time of the study, around 

350 students in grades 8–10.  

 

Cohen et al. (2018) argues that the use of secondary data can be a challenge to statistical 

validity as such data may be collected for a different purpose and may not always be neutral. 

The data used in the analysis were all from a public database used for quality assessment by 

the Norwegian education authorities. While the initial statistical analysis did not provide 

sufficient grounds for a final selection of schools, it did prove helpful in deselecting a large 

number of schools that, according to the analysis, were less likely to display the educational 

qualities sought in the study. The list of schools also provided a useful tool for dialogue with 

knowledgeable persons to select a final candidate. Although there are limitations this 

approach, the structured combination of qualitative and quantitative methods provides 

reasonable assurance of the quality of the sampled school.  

 

4.3.1.2 Selecting participants 

Following an initial dialogue with the schools, two 8th-grade classes and two 10th-grade 

classes were volunteered by the headmaster as participants in the study. Teachers and students 

in these classes were provided with information and consent forms (see Appendix 2) in line 

with Inland Norway University of Applied Sciences and Norwegian Research Ethics 

Committee (NRREC) guidelines. All teachers and most students in the four classes consented 

to participate in the study. Students who did not consent were excluded from the observations 

and were not invited to participate in the interviews.  

 

The sample includes two classes at an early stage of lower-secondary schooling (8th-grade, 

13–14-year-old students), and two classes at a later stage (10th-grade, 15–16-year-old 

students). This design was chosen to enable analysis of how different age, maturity and time 

together may influence students’ social interactions in the class. The selected classes were 

followed during either language (Norwegian) or science (Natural science) lessons. Language 

was chosen because it is the most comprehensive subject in lower-secondary education, with 

almost 400 mandatory lessons over  three-year period, and covers a wide range of topics, 

including basic skills (reading, writing and oral), art and literature, linguistics and cultural 

history. Science is a smaller subject, totalling just around 250 mandatory lessons over the 

three-year period, but it is also a subject that involves a lot of practical work in topics such as 
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technology, energy and matter, life on earth and physical and mental health. These subjects 

were selected to facilitate the analysis of how contrasting subjects and different academic 

contents influence curriculum making and social learning in the classroom.  

 

Arrangements were made to follow the four classes over a period of five months from 

October 2019 through February 2020. The selected classes had 27–29 students of mainly 

native Norwegian background, with a minority of immigrant students from Asia, Africa, 

South America, the Balkans and the Middle East. The teachers all have several years of 

teaching experience at the school and come from Norwegian-ethnic backgrounds, and are all 

in their mid-thirties/early forties. Three of the teachers are female, and one (10th grade 

science) is male.    

 

The classes and teachers sampled were initially volunteered by the headmaster. While the 

headmaster no doubt volunteered some of his most successful teachers, my prolonged 

presence at the schools allowed me to also become familiar with other teachers and students 

and to assess the variations among students and staff at the school. These experiences 

indicated that the initial sample of classes represented a broad spectrum of students and 

teachers with different personalities and styles of teaching that fit well with the purpose of the 

study.   

 

4.3.2 Observation 

Observations for the project were done as a participant observer (Christensen & James, 2017; 

Okely, 2013) in a total of 35 lessons in the four selected classes. A typical day of observations 

would entail meeting the teacher and students in the hallway and entering the classroom 

together a few minutes before the start of the lesson. A free seat at the back of the classroom 

would usually be available and would serve as a vantage point for observations of the 

classroom layout, talk and actions. Observations were written down in a notebook, and the 

teachers’ handouts to the students were collected for each lesson. Fieldnotes were later 

transcribed to a computer and stored in a secure server for analysis.    

 

My initial observations were focused on how teachers framed purpose, contents, methods and 

assessment, and involved using a pre-designed schema for observation (see Appendix 4). This 

approach was inspired by the relational model of didactics (Bjørndal & Lieberg, 1978; Imsen, 
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2009) to highlight key dimensions in teachers’ curriculum making. Following this model, I 

tried to observe how teachers frame learning goals and explain why students need to learn 

what they are supposed to learn in the different subjects. Students’ interaction during lessons 

were observed along with their expressions indicating how they understood themselves as a 

collective, and how they understood the purpose of their learning in school subjects. I also 

observed the teachers’ selection of contents and how these contents influenced the 

interactions of students and teachers in the classroom. Similarly, the working methods 

selected by the teachers were observed to explore how different forms of practice allowed 

students to develop their social skills, and how teachers sought to develop their students’ 

social learning through subject teaching. By observing student engagement with different 

working methods, it was also possible to analyse how students express meaning and a sense 

of identity in different ways in the selected classes. Over time, I also compared notes to 

understand the patterns and differences in practice between the selected classes. 

 

Being present as a participant observer can have an impact on the events and practices in the 

classroom. Okely (2013, p. 77) claims that ‘the detached observer may be more likely to 

transform contexts’ and argues that, for some participants, lack of personal contact may elicit 

a sense of fear. In this study, I took an active role engaging students with friendly gestures and 

questions before and after lessons, while mostly remaining quiet during lessons. This was 

done to build rapport with the students and help them feel less apprehensive about having an 

observer in their class. I also spent time with the teachers to get a sense of what they were 

planning, and to get their immediate reactions after the lesson.  

 

A long-term presence was sought to elicit knowledge about the ‘mundane and repetitive daily 

practice’ of the class (Okely, 2013, p. 81) and facilitate a distinction between the ordinary and 

the more ‘offbeat’ exchanges. The 10th grade boys enjoyed playing basketball and would 

sometimes invite me to join them for a game during recess. Other times, I would meet 

students in the nearby city and converse with them on the way to the school. These exchanges 

let me learn more about the students’ interests and who they associated with outside of class. I 

also spent a considerable amount of time in the teachers’ lounge talking to different teachers. 

This allowed me to acquire alternate perspectives and viewpoints on the activities at the 

school and allowed me to develop relationships with teachers and staff outside of the 
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observed classes. This was particularly useful for understanding the school ethos and the 

points of contentions within the faculty.  

 

4.3.2.1 Challenges in observation 

Heath et al. (2009) argue that it is questionable whether a researcher is ever able to genuinely 

secure fully informed consent. Although all students and parents were informed about the 

project, some students did not return the consent sheets. After numerous reminders and 

consultations with the teachers, I decided to register all students who had not replied as non-

consenting. This however also presented a problem during observations. The non-consenting 

students were still present in the classroom, and in several instances involved in key incidents 

that were recorded in the field notes. Although the non-consenting students were excluded 

from the analysis, their presence in the classroom was sometimes hard to ignore. Other 

students who had consented were sometimes anxious about how they were portrayed in my 

notes and would make gestures during class to indicate that they did not want to be observed. 

For the most part, I accommodated their requests and provided general descriptions about 

what I had recorded in my notes. I also reminded them that they were welcome to withdraw 

their consent at any time. Through these exchanges, I believe the students gradually 

developed a better understanding of what their consent entailed, and how they could influence 

the research process if they so desired. This transparent and cautious approach may also have 

contributed to strengthening the reliability of the observations made of the students.      

 

Previous observational studies (Eriksen, 2017) have shown how local narratives of insiders 

and outsiders are entangled with notions of ethnicity in peer groups, and often in opposition to 

a predominantly ‘white’ school system. In this study, all the observed classes were ethnically 

diverse, but with a majority of students and teachers from a Norwegian ethnic background. 

Students with an immigrant background follow a different and more basic language course 

(course name abbreviated GUN) than their peers, and were frequently referred to as ‘GUN-

students’. During recess, some of these students would also form groups and engage in 

activities that allowed them to relate to each other using languages other than Norwegian. 

Although my observations include a diverse group of students and classroom practices, the 

influences of ethnic background and practices have not been specifically addressed. In my 

observations, I have focused on students as a social unit (the class) during science and 

language lessons. This focus presupposes that all students belong to the same class, even 
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though they may also attend different courses and experience kinship with students and 

teachers outside this class. This presumption may have overshadowed important tensions and 

cultural practices that influence how students and teachers relate in the classroom. As a white 

person of Norwegian background, my appearance and limited language skills may also have 

limited my access to information about how immigrant students negotiate their sense of 

belonging in the class. Considering these reflections, a more focused investigation of ethnic 

communities and students’ experiences with subject teaching may have provided additional 

insights and new dimensions to the study.    

 

4.3.3 Interviews 

Qualitative interviews were conducted in the winter of 2020 following an extended period of 

observations in each class. A total of 32 students (17 boys and 15 girls) and 4 teachers 

participated in the interviews. The interviews were conducted using an open-ended inductive 

(Brenner, 2006) or semi-structured approach (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Heath et al., 2009). 

A preliminary interview guide was devised (see Appendix 3) to not only address relevant 

themes in the study, but also to invite participants to explore relevant topics on their own 

terms.  

 

4.3.3.1 Student interviews 

Previous research has emphasized group interviews as a useful and less-intimidating method 

for talking with young people about their experiences (Heath et al., 2009). In this case, I 

conducted four groups interviews with 7–10 students from each class. The participants were 

selected based on consent and observations and dialogue with the teachers to represent a 

broad section of students in the class. A balance of gender, personality and academic ability 

was sought in each group while also considering who would be comfortable participating in a 

group setting.  

 

The interviews were conducted during regular school hours in an adjacent building close to 

the school, and in a separate meeting room to ensure privacy and distance from other students. 

I first invited students to reflect on what they felt about their situation in the class. A piece of 

paper with a timeline was provided to help students recall transitional periods in their time at 

the school (see Appendix 3). Students were also invited to recall any incidents that they felt 

had a impacted their life in the class. All students were given an opportunity to answer these 
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questions in turn, before moving on to more specific questions and individual answers. This 

‘funnel-shaped’ interview process (Heath et al., 2009) provided students with an opportunity 

to get settled in the interview, and to flag topics that they consider important during the 

interview.  

 

The interview further addressed topics such as students’ perceptions of their class and groups 

within the class, how they felt their lessons in subjects affected the learning environment in 

the class and what kind of topics and working methods they enjoyed. The interviews also 

investigated students’ perception and feelings on being able to influence the rules of the class. 

In each group, I provided a general description of two observed lessons that contained 

episodes of rich social and curricular interactions. The students were asked to recall and share 

their experiences from these lessons, and how they felt the lessons influenced their learning in 

the class.   

 

4.3.3.2 Teacher interviews 

Four teachers were interviewed individually using a similar approach as in the student 

interviews. However, the teachers were also provided with the interview guide (see Appendix 

3) and preliminary transcripts from three lessons and asked to recall their experiences. This 

was done to help teachers reflect on their planning and enactment of these lessons and to elicit 

a more detailed account of the observed events. In the interviews, teachers were additionally 

asked to reflect on the characteristics of the classes they taught and how they felt that their 

teaching influenced the social learning of their students. The teachers were also asked to name 

examples of challenges they faced in their teaching, and how they collaborated with the 

faculty to deal with these challenges.  

 

The interviews with both students and teachers lasted around 60 minutes each and were 

recorded using the encrypted Diktafon software. Interviews were stored in a secure server in 

line with NRREC guidelines and later transcribed manually by the researcher, and with the 

help of a professional transcription service (see Appendix 5). The transcribed interviews were 

added to NVIVO 12 for coding and analysis. Excerpts from the interviews were later 

translated into English by the author.   

 

4.3.3.3 Challenges in interviewing 
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The interviews were designed using the metaphor ‘traveller’ for the interviewer (Brinkmann 

& Kvale, 2015), as someone who listens and records the stories shared by the participants. 

This approach was taken to ensure a child-sensitive approach to group interviews, while also 

allowing the interviewer to probe for deeper meanings and reflections with the teachers.  

This approach also implied positioning students and teachers as experts (Brinkmann & Kvale, 

2015) on life in the class. At times, some of the students made derogatory comments about 

peers in their class. As a traveller interviewer, I allowed such comments to pass, recording 

their contents and how other students in the group reacted, but without intervening in the 

conversation. This hands-off approach may have inadvertently contributed to some of the 

students feeling less included to voice their opinion in the interviews, and to bolster negative 

perceptions of students who were not present in the group interview. At the same time, 

allowing students to express themselves freely provided a deeper knowledge about the 

informal structures in the class, and ensured a more diverse and reliable set of data to be 

collected from the students’ interviews.   

 

Heath et al. (2009) also argue that group interviews may potentially be a vulnerable setting 

due to the influence of peer pressure to adjust personal opinions in line with a perceived 

consensus. Some students may also feel uncomfortable sharing experiences in large groups 

and may be unaccustomed to talking about personal issues in front of peers. In this case, 

several of the invited students, particularly from the 8th-grade classes, declined to participate 

in the interview. During the interviews, some of the dominant students in the class imposed 

their narrative on the conversation. To accommodate this, I made a point of asking the quieter 

students for their opinions. This did elicit more perspectives in the conversation, but the 

general tone and positions observed during lessons was also clearly reproduced in the group 

interviews. This also meant that I, in some cases, was unable to record the personal reflections 

of some of the prominently featured students in my observations. In hindsight, this could have 

been compensated by conducting interviews in smaller groups or with individual students but, 

given the timeframe of the project, this was not prioritized. 

 

4.4 Reflexivity, Limitations and Contributions 

In this section I address how my personal background and experiences have influenced the 

research and consider the study’s methodological limitations and contributions.       

 



67 

 

4.4.1 The researcher 

Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) argue that objectivity in qualitative research implies striving for 

objectivity by being explicit about subjectivity. This reflexive objectivity can strengthen the 

reliability of research by outlining how the researcher’s background, judgments and 

prejudices have contributed to the production of knowledge. 

    

As a researcher, my background and personal experiences have influenced the research in 

various ways. During the final years of primary education, my school class was marred by 

prolonged episodes of bullying. One of those most effected was my childhood friend and 

neighbour who would later be permanently incapacitated, as a result of bullying and related 

problems in school. These experiences have motivated me to explore how bullying can be 

prevented. They may also have provoked a bias against traditional teaching practices and 

teachers who do not engage the social dynamics of the class beyond conventional disciplinary 

strategies. As a father, my affinity for adolescent children may also have caused me to be less 

critical of students’ practices in the classroom.  

 

Since 2012, I have been employed as a senior advisor on issues of learning environment at the 

National Directorate for Education and Training. This professional background has given me 

a broad understanding of the Norwegian education system, and how different policies in 

recent years have attempted to influence teachers’ practices and students’ social and academic 

outcomes. This background may also have produced a bias against narrowly conceived 

policies that do not consider the complex and interrelated nature of educational practice.  

 

As an academic with a background in pedagogy, I have sought to explore how teaching and 

learning are related to practices of bullying in the classroom. I have drawn from previous 

research that has emphasized this connection and have designed a project to develop new 

knowledge on how students’ social learning is influenced by curriculum making in policy and 

practice. This academic background and perspective may have induced a confirmation bias, 

leading me to seek out and interpret teaching practices in a more favourable manner and 

overemphasize their social significance for students. My long-term presence in the school and 

regular dialogue with the teachers may also have influence my assessments, causing me to be 

less critical of their practices.   
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These potential biases, stemming from my personal, professional and academic background 

have undoubtedly influenced my design and findings, and should be considered when 

evaluating the merits of the study.   

 

4.4.2 Limitations in methodology 

Reports and policy papers from research articles at the national and international levels have 

been reviewed. Conducting document-based policy analysis can provide useful insights into 

arguments and positions that are negotiated in the policy process over time. The analysis 

conducted in Article 3 is limited to policy documents and sources considered most relevant 

for the purpose of this study. Adding more sources, policy documents from previous reforms 

and other low-level working papers and reports, would have broadened the picture and 

provided a better understanding of how other previous policies and parallel concerns 

influenced the negotiations of the curriculum. Interviews with policymakers before and after 

the reform could also have provided additional depth to the analysis. In the review conducted 

in Article 2, the corpus of studies was limited to peer reviewed English language articles from 

the last 10 years. This strategy provided a limited selection of articles that excluded native 

language perspectives from the otherwise influential Didaktik tradition. Including such studies 

in the corpus could have provided a broader view of bullying research, and how practices of 

teaching and learning have been leveraged to prevent bullying.   

 

Data generation at the practice level has, in this study, been limited to qualitative methods of 

observation and interviews. Observations have been limited to lessons in one specific subject 

in each class. Some impromptu exchanges were also recorded but, clearly, a more systematic 

observation of each class outside the planned lessons could also have provided better insight 

into the social norms and communities of each class. Additional observations of each class in 

other subjects and with other teachers could also have provided insights on how the students 

are influenced by different forms of curriculum making. Students were interviewed in groups; 

this could have dissuaded some students from participation and prevented others from voicing 

their honest opinions about their teachers or peers. In hindsight, it could have been useful to 

conduct follow-up interviews with selected students who were active in the observed events 

but did not wish to participate in the group interviews. Another addition could have been to 

include a quantitative survey of students after each lesson, to provide a broader picture of how 
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students experienced these lessons, and how they reflected on their social learning in the 

class. A longitudinal follow-up study could also provide a glimpse of how social norms and 

practices change in each class over time. 

 

The methods used in selecting data at the practice level included both quantitative and 

qualitative sampling. Using secondary data in the quantitative analysis meant that relevant 

measures had to be devised from the available items. The reliability of these measures could 

have been improved by using other instruments for the analysis. The qualitative assessment of 

schools could obviously have involved more people and different perspectives when 

comparing eligible candidates. A clear limitation of the selected design is the lack of 

contrasting data from other schools. Although the sampling strategy used for selecting the 

school provides some assurance that the observed practices represent high quality teaching in 

Norway, there is no way, per this study, to assess how representative these practices are, or 

how other factors such as school ethos, size and layout, or socio-economic backgrounds 

influence students’ social learning.  

 

Triangulation of methods can increase validity of research (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Cohen 

et al., 2018). In this study I have used qualitative methods to validate my quantitative 

sampling of schools, and interviews with students and teachers to validate my observations of 

events in the classroom. In addition, I have employed an informed grounded theory approach 

to analyse findings from the practice level, and related these to findings at the policy level. 

These provisions contribute to increasing the validity of the study. Adding more schools and 

classroom observations could enable comparisons between similar groups of students and 

subjects and provide insights to further validate the patterns of curriculum making identified 

in the study. 

 

4.4.3 Contributions to methodology  

The outlined methodological framework building on CR is designed to study how curriculum 

making in Norwegian policy and practice influences students’ social learning. Despite its 

limitations, this framework also contributes to the development of methodology in several 

ways.  
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In Article 4 and the methodological discussions in this thesis, I have contributed to the 

development and ontological grounding of mixed-methods research. Previous research 

(Eriksen & Lyng, 2015, 2018) has identified the use of secondary data and best practice 

sampling as a useful strategy to collect data for qualitative social research. Research (Cohen et 

al., 2018) has also indicated that a sequential mixed-methods sampling strategy, including 

probability and non-probability samples, can be a practical way of triangulating data and 

strengthening reliability in research. I combine different sources of secondary data from the 

NQAS to develop quantitative measures and identify schools with a combination of high 

academic attainment and positive social outcomes. This quantitative approach was enhanced 

by adding a purposive qualitative assessment from knowledgeable persons to validate and 

narrow the initial findings to the most eligible schools. This combination of best practice and 

mixed-methods sampling is inspired by a critical realist ontology that supports 

interdisciplinary research and methodological pluralism (Bhaskar et al., 2018). As such, the 

sampling strategy selected in this study provides an example of a novel application of 

methods and ontological framing for mixed-methods research in education.    

 

In Article 3 and the discussions in this thesis, I have contributed to the application of CR in 

education research. CR has previously been applied in various fields, including organisational 

studies (Edwards et al., 2014; Mingers & Standing, 2017) and educational research 

(Manyukhina & Wyse, 2019; Zembylas, 2017). A number of scholars (Archer, 2013; Scott & 

Bhaskar, 2015; Shipway, 2011) have also developed concepts and methods to explain change 

in educational systems. So far, however, CR has rarely been applied at the practice level of 

education. This study applies concepts such as self-sustaining autonomous systems (Shipway, 

2011), and the laminar learning environment (Brown, 2009) and the CSMO model of 

causality (Bhaskar, 2014), in combination with methods of data generation through reviews, 

interviews and observations. This combination represents a new and innovative approach to 

CR-research, where empirical data is used to infer contextualized and specific underlying 

mechanism of educational policy and practice.   
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5 Summary of Articles 

In this chapter, I present a summary of the four peer-reviewed articles in this study.  

The main problem of the study is: How does curriculum making in Norwegian policy and 

practice influence students’ social learning? The problem is addressed in three research 

questions, as follows:    

1. How is social learning understood in international policy and research? 

2. How is social learning influenced by curriculum making at the national policy level? 

3. How is social learning influenced by curriculum making at the practice level? 

 

In the text that follows, I summarize findings and discussions from four peer-reviewed articles 

and outline how these are relevant to answering the problems addressed in the study.  

 

5.1 Article 1  

Restad (2019). Revisioning the Fifth Element. Can critical realism reconcile competence and 

Bildung for a more sustainable twenty-first-century education? Journal of Critical 

Realism, 18(4), 402–419. 

 

This article is related to the first research question of the study namely, how is social learning 

understood in international policy and research? In the article, I investigated theoretical 

understandings of learning by contrasting the concepts of competence and Bildung. These 

concepts represent differing traditions engrained in curricula and research in the Nordic and 

Anglo-American contexts. I also investigated how these concepts have influenced the 

understanding of learning in the Norwegian context and outline some main points of 

contention between the two. These points of contention are analysed in relation to the recent 

revision of the Norwegian core curriculum to highlight how such tensions create 

contradictions in the curriculum. Building on previous research from a critical realist 

perspective, I discuss weaknesses in the existing theories and how the absence of a unifying 

theory of learning has implications for policy and practice.  

 

The article finds the Didaktik tradition to emphasize Bildung of students as a meaningful 

encounter with subject contents. Such learning is emergent from teaching, but is highly 

subjective and cannot be prescribed or measured as a linear outcome of teaching. The 

curriculum tradition, on the contrary, emphasizes students’ acquisition of knowledge, skills 
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and attitudes as an outcome of learning. Competence is understood as the ability to apply 

knowledge in known and unknown situations that can be assessed and supported through 

effective methods of teaching. Three points of contention were identified: First, is the 

teacher’s role that of a master of subject knowledge in the Didaktik-tradition or as a facilitator 

of effective methods of teaching and learning in the curriculum-tradition? Second, is the 

purpose of curriculum design to emphasize descriptions of subject contents that students 

should know in the Didaktik-tradition or descriptions of competencies and learning outcomes 

in the curriculum tradition? A third contentious point is the view of students as autonomous 

subjects and meaning-makers in the Didaktik-tradition, or as individuals who construct 

learning in line with formal requirements in the curriculum tradition. 

 

In the new Norwegian core curriculum, both competence and Bildung are emphasized. This 

apparent unification creates contradictions in the curriculum. One such contradiction is a 

theory paradox where the national curriculum formally obliges teachers to provide students 

with competence while Bildung does not to provide a coherent theoretical explanation of how 

the two are related. A second contradiction is an assessment paradox where the national 

curriculum mandates formal assessments of competence, but not of students’ overall 

formation and Bildung. A third contradiction is the accountability paradox, where policy 

mandates instruments of accountability to measure outcomes of competence but leaves 

teachers to realize the broader mandate of Bildung in practice. These contradictions leave the 

Norwegian curriculum with a blurred concept of learning that confuses rather than reconcile 

the concepts of competence and Bildung. Leaving such paradoxes unreconciled has 

implications for both policy and practice. In policy, unclear concepts are flexible and easily 

adapted in a common-sense rhetoric and manipulated by cherry-picking politicians to suit 

their ideological agenda. In practice, the complex work of supporting students’ overall 

formation is easily undermined by the immediacy of administering tests and assessing 

knowledge and skills. Mainstreaming an opaque concept of learning can exacerbate 

instrumental practices that favour measurable learning, rather than learning that is valuable 

and formative for the learner. In the article, I explore how CR, through its stratified ontology 

and concepts like the laminar learning environment, can provide a more coherent theory of 

learning to reconcile the concepts of competence and Bildung. The article makes some 

contributions towards a critical realist theory of learning by discussing Illeris’s (2003, 2018) 

general  theory of learning and the laminar model of the learning environment as stepping 
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stones towards such a theory. The article concludes that more critical realist theorizing is 

needed to develop a more coherent theory of learning.   

 

The findings and discussions in this article outline learning as a complex and contested 

concept in contemporary education. The tensions between competence and Bildung leave the 

Norwegian curriculum with a blurred concept of learning that underpins negotiations of social 

learning at the policy level, which is investigated further in Article 3. The discussions raised 

also provide a backdrop for understanding how social learning is understood at the practice 

level, as discussed in Article 4.  

 

5.2 Article 2  

Restad (2020). Is there a hole in the whole-school approach? A critical review of curriculum 

understanding in bullying research. Nordic Studies in Education, 40(4), 362–386. 

 

The second article in this study also contributes to answering the study’s first research 

question of how social learning and sense of belonging is understood in contemporary 

research. Previous research has indicated how increasing students’ social and emotional skills 

may help reduce bullying. Scholars have also expanded beyond individual skills to include 

students’ development of community and sense of belonging in school as important factors in 

bullying prevention. Some academics have called for more research to investigate how the 

pedagogic integration of social and academic learning can be leveraged to prevent bullying in 

schools. Answering this call, I explore how the concept of curriculum is understood in 

bullying research and investigate how curriculum knowledge has been leveraged in current 

strategies to prevent bullying.   

 

Building on a critical review methodology, I analyse 29 recent qualitative and quantitative 

studies of bullying prevention to identify gaps in prevailing understandings of curriculum in 

the research. The analysis identifies three main categories of studies addressing bullying-

curriculum: as a component in anti-bullying programs, as a topic in subject curricula and as 

norms and standards in national curricula. The findings are discussed using concepts from 

curriculum theory to uncover how curriculum dimensions and narratives are leveraged in 

bullying research. From this, three main findings emerge. The programme category is 

dominated by an understanding of curriculum as contents to be delivered and emphasizes 
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teacher fidelity and quality of delivery in lessons on bullying. Studies in this category also 

emphasize curriculum delivery as time consuming for teachers and call for more engagement 

with students to design new interventions. In the subject category, studies emphasize 

curriculum as frameworks for subject knowledge and how such frameworks can limit 

students’ perceptions of identity but also, at the same time, encourage teachers to reflect on 

their teaching practices and contribute to bullying prevention. Studies in this category also 

highlight how subjects such as math and science are not being leveraged for bullying 

prevention, and encourages teachers to integrate bullying prevention in their subject curricula. 

The standards category highlights curriculum as encompassing moral and professional 

standards administered through professional autonomy, adaptation and curricular alignment. 

These studies also understand curriculum as encompassing government policies and standards 

for addressing issues that can generate competing priorities and undermine efforts to prevent 

bullying in schools.  

 

Building on these findings, I identify three gaps in curriculum understanding in contemporary 

bullying research. A first gap is identified as a constricted use of different curriculum 

dimensions in categories of bullying research. This limits the application of a broader 

curriculum understanding and may impair teachers from becoming more involved in efforts to 

prevent bullying. A second gap is the narrow use of curriculum narratives in the dominant 

program category favouring an essentialist evidence-based narrative of the curriculum. This 

underutilization of other and broader curriculum narratives may prevent the development of 

pluralistic policies and approaches to bullying prevention. Finally, a third gap is identified in 

the subject and standards categories favouring an open system ontology in contrast to the 

closed-control and reproduction ontology favoured in the program category. Such 

dichotomous positioning may constrict the applications of mixed methods in research and 

prevent bullying in more collaborative ways.   

 

The study finds that bullying research, as a whole, represents a broad understanding of 

curriculum and curriculum knowledge; however, it is constricted within different categories 

of bullying research. This compartmentalization may obstruct the development and 

application of new and innovative approaches and limit the application of teachers’ 

pedagogical knowledge in bullying prevention. A particular absence of interest in this study is 

that of the Nordic tradition of Didaktik as an approach to curriculum making. Although recent 
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studies in the Nordics have demonstrated the potential of preventing bullying by integrating 

social and academic learning, highlighting the concept of community building didactics as a 

strategy to prevent bullying, such perspectives are not evident in current international research 

on bullying prevention. The study, however, also illustrates how social learning is considered 

an important topic of research on bullying prevention, and how integrated approaches to 

teaching and prevention are increasingly being addressed in international research on 

bullying. These discussions provide a context for understanding how curriculum making in 

Norway is also influenced by theoretical developments in the field of bullying research that 

emphasize students’ need to belong and a pedagogical approach to bullying prevention. This 

perspective is further explored in Article 4, which investigates curriculum making at the 

classroom level.  

 

5.3 Article 3 

Restad and Mølstad (2020). Social and emotional skills in curriculum reform: a red line for 

measurability?. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 1–14. 

 

This article is related to the second research question of how social learning is influenced by 

curriculum making at the policy level. In this article, we outline how the quest for educational 

excellence has brought an increasing emphasis on social and emotional learning. How such 

outcomes should be developed and measured is, however, highly debated. To explore these 

debates in the Norwegian context, we investigate how social and emotional learning is framed 

in the recent curriculum reform by analysing key discussions and the knowledge base cited in 

the policy process. We analyse policy documents and their sources to investigate how the 

understanding of and recommendations for assessments of social learning align with the 

provisions described in the revised core curriculum. Key policy documents, such as official 

reports and white papers, and the contents of the sources most cited in these documents are 

reviewed, and the findings are discussed using a critical realist model of heteronomous 

systems to outline assumptions and mechanisms of the policy negotiations.  

 

Our analysis describes two main findings. The first is that the understanding of social learning 

in the Norwegian curriculum does not align with the cited knowledge base. While the official 

reports argue that social and emotional competence should be integrated and systematically 

developed as a part of students’ subject competence, this view is not supported in the white 
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paper and core curriculum. The white paper emphasizes academic learning as the core 

purpose of education and distinguishes clearly between academic competence and skills and 

other general skills necessary for academic learning. The earlier knowledge base displays a 

wide range of concepts and definitions of social and emotional skills and distinguishes 

between US-based and OECD-based frameworks of social learning. The later knowledge base 

asserts a greater clarity in understanding social and emotional skills, and asserts their 

importance for long-term success in education, work and life. A second finding is that the 

Norwegian curriculum does not align with the recommendation for assessment of social 

learning as described in the cited knowledge base.  

 

The official reports support a more systematic assessment of social and emotional 

competences, but do not support a comprehensive assessment framework. The white paper 

argues that assessment of students’ personality and preferences is not a part of schools’ 

mandate and reasserts teacher dialogue as the main approach. The policy documents align in 

strengthening the emphasis on social and emotional learning and in maintaining a systems-

level approach to assessment in schools. The cited knowledge base, at first, demonstrates a 

cautious optimism concerning the measurability of social and emotional skills. Later, sources 

assert more strongly that such skills can be reliably measured within cultural and linguistic 

boundaries and that the barriers against such assessment are mainly cultural and political.  

 

Contrary to the broad concept of competence employed by the OECD, the revised Norwegian 

curriculum employs a narrow understanding clearly distinguishing social and academic 

learning. This separation reduces the complex and entangled process of learning for the 

acquisition of subject knowledge and skills and downplays the influences of structure and 

agency in an open educational system. Although measurement is not supported, these 

negotiations contribute to a reduction of the broader concept of social learning to a narrower 

concept of social skills that can be measured as empirical outcomes. Building on the critical 

realist model of the self-sustaining heteronomous system, these findings are discussed as a  

process generated by a mechanism of psychological rationalization where the need to develop 

social skills give rise to the creation of analytical misrepresentation to account for social skills 

as empirical outcomes in education. This fuels a cycle of data collection using 

misrepresentations to feed a growing need to know how such outcomes can be supported. The 

process is further propagated by the ideological mystification of the relationship between the 
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actual outcome, that is, social skills, and the methods used to test those outcomes. This 

conceals how the system, rather than supporting students’ development of social skills, 

supports itself by creating a narrative of uncertainty where policymakers need to know what 

the system knows, to not be considered ignorant or negligent in their mission.  

 

The findings and discussion in this article underscore the complex and contested nature of 

social learning in curriculum making at the policy level. In the Norwegian context, social 

learning is clearly separated from the core concept of competence which is used to describe 

and assess students’ academic learning. Schools are nonetheless charged with supporting 

students’ social learning through their subject work, but restricted from assessing such 

learning in schools. The strategy devised by Norwegian policymakers is then an integrated 

approach to supporting students’ social learning through subject teaching, but without setting 

formal standards or recommending the use of predefined programs or curricula to support 

social skills. How this strategy is negotiated in curriculum making at the practice level is 

discussed in Article 4.  

 

5.4 Article 4 

Restad, (Unpublished). Exploring problems and potential of curriculum making for social 

learning. Implications for policy and practice. Under reviews in The Curriculum Journal. 

 

The fourth and final article of the study addresses the third research question of how social 

learning is influenced by curriculum making at the practice level. Previous research indicates 

that SEL can be integrated in teaching, but that including non-academic aspects of learning 

can be challenging for teachers. As described in Article 3, Norway rejects formal standards 

and assessment of students’ social and emotional skills and emphasizes social learning 

through subject teaching in its new core curriculum. Underscoring this stance is a concern that 

a narrow framing and assessment of skills in the curriculum can contribute to a marginalizing 

of children who do not meet the required standards. The strategy to support social learning 

though subject teaching, however, has received little attention in research.  

 

In this article, I investigate how social learning is supported through subject teaching in 

Norwegian language and Natural Science and explore challenges related to such practices. 

Building on data from ethnographic field work, including interviews and observations of 
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students and teachers in lower-secondary education, I analyse 35 observations of lessons to 

identify instructional events that combine social learning and subject teaching. Data analysis 

is inspired by an informed grounded theory approach using grounded axial coding to compare 

interviews and observations between informants and the selected subjects, and concepts from 

deliberative curriculum theory and Wengers’s (1999) social theory of learning, to analyse how 

social learning is supported through subject teaching.  

 

I have identified four main ways that teachers employ to influence social learning through 

their subject teaching in language and science: First, teachers frame personal experiences as 

contents to help students connect subject knowledge in meaningful ways, but this could also 

make it more difficult for some students to learn. Second, teachers include peer assessment to 

help students express themselves as members of the community, but also risk excluding 

students who have not yet established themselves as members. Third, teachers employ group 

work as a method of learning to help students develop skills and shared practices, but also 

make it difficult to establish a common practice in the class. Finally, teachers extend the 

purpose of their subject teaching to help students understand themselves and develop a sense 

of identity as citizens, but also make it challenging to reach a varied group of students in their 

curriculum making. These findings support the proposition that students’ social learning can 

be influenced positively through subject teaching. The findings however also highlight a 

number of problems related to these practices. For students, problems include having to 

negotiate their personal and public lives and expressing their sense of belonging to different 

groups in the classroom. For teachers, challenges include having to broker influences between 

multiple communities and balancing how they shape the identities of their students through 

their subject teaching.  

 

At the practice level, including personal content and peer assessment can do more harm than 

good. Not all teachers are comfortable with flexible curricular frameworks and, while most 

students appreciate dynamic forms of teaching, some students may also be alienated by such 

practices. Teachers need to consider the needs and identities of their students and not become 

overly dependent on a predefined purpose or prescribed methods of teaching. At the policy 

level, the Norwegian curriculum provides an impetus for teachers to support social learning 

through subject teaching. Such framing can lead to better planning and consideration of 

problems, and over time contribute to a more systematic practice and more enduring social 
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outcomes. Teachers in the study demonstrate a remarkable ingenuity and illustrate the 

potential of engaging teachers as curriculum makers to move beyond standardized 

interventions for social and emotional learning. Such potential should be supported by 

incentives at the policy level to exchange experiences and practices in local professional 

communities.  

 

I conclude with the assertion that the strategy devised in the Norwegian curriculum has the 

potential to support students’ social learning in a more sustainable and meaningful way. The 

research provides impetus to reassessing the current strategies and demonstrates a potential to 

support social learning in more sustainable ways, without overburdening teachers or over-

crowding curricula. Realizing this potential, however, will require a more systematic 

approach to addressing adverse consequences, and a commitment to long-term capacity 

building at the policy level. The strategy should be explored further in research to find more 

systematic ways of supporting social learning without marginalizing students and teachers.  

In Table 2, I recap the main findings from these articles and the research questions they 

address.  
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Table 2: Articles, research questions and findings. 

Article number and title Research questions Article main findings 

Article 1  

Revisioning the Fifth 

Element. Can critical 

realism reconcile 

competence and Bildung for 

a more sustainable twenty-

first-century education? 

1: How is social learning 

understood in international 

policy and research? 

 

Learning, in the Norwegian context, should be 

understood as a negotiated concept influenced 

by both competence and Bildung. Three 

tension points are identified in: the role of the 

teacher, the purpose of the curriculum and the 

role of students in teaching and learning.  

Article 2 

Is there a hole in the whole-

school approach? A critical 

review of curriculum 

understanding in bullying 

research. 

Bullying research includes a broad range of 

curriculum understandings, but curriculum 

knowledge is constricted within different 

categories of bullying research. Three gaps are 

identified in: the constricted use of curriculum 

concepts, the narrow use of curriculum in the 

dominant program category and the lack of 

broader concepts and approaches to teaching 

and learning in bullying research.  

Article 3 

Negotiating social and 

emotional skills in 

curriculum reform: A thin 

red line for measurability? 

2: How is social learning 

influenced by curriculum 

making at the national 

policy level? 

The knowledge base, consisting primarily of 

reports from the OECD and psychometric 

research from the USA, recommends 

systematic development and assessment of 

social and emotional skills in education. The 

Norwegian curriculum rejects standards and 

assessment of social and emotional skills and 

emphasizes social learning through subject 

teaching. 

Article 4 

Exploring problems and 

potential of curriculum 

making for social learning. 

Implications for policy and 

practice. 

3. How is social learning 

influenced by curriculum 

making at the practice level? 

 

Teachers influence students’ social learning 

by framing contents, methods, purpose and 

assessment in their subject teaching. Teachers 

can support students’ development of social 

skills and sense of community through such 

teaching, but this can also exacerbate social 

problems such as marginalization and 

fragmentation in the classroom. 

Notes: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
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6 Discussion 

In the previous chapters, I have placed the study in an existing body of research and outlined 

the theoretical and methodological framework for the project. I have also presented the main 

findings from four peer-reviewed articles that form the basis for the ensuing discussion. 

Social learning is, in this study, understood as a process of developing individual social skills 

and a collective sense of community and belonging through education (see Introduction). The 

main problem addressed in this study is how curriculum making in Norwegian policy and 

practice influences students’ social learning. This formulation implies a causal relationship 

between social learning and curriculum making. To answer this problem, I will draw on the 

theoretical framework of CR, and its concepts of mechanisms, causality and laminar learning 

environment. These concepts will be used to discuss the findings from Articles 3 and 4 which 

are related to the project’s second and third research questions of how social learning is 

influenced by curriculum making at the national and practice levels. The discussions building 

on Article 3 will focus on mechanisms of curriculum making at the national level that 

influence how social learning is conceptualized in the policy process and core curriculum. In 

the discussion building on Article 4, I will focus on influences at the curricular and socio-

cultural level of the learning environment and the generative mechanisms that enable and 

constrain students’ social learning at the practice level.  

 

6.1 Social Learning in International Policy and Research 

In this section, I discuss the project’s first research question of how social learning is 

understood in international policy and research. Building on the findings from Articles 1 and 

2, two seemingly contrasting understandings of social learning can be identified. The first, 

building on the curriculum tradition and the individual bullying theory identifies social skills 

as an outcome of social learning. The second, building on Didaktik and the social bullying 

theory, identifies community and sense of belonging as an outcome of social learning. I will 

draw on findings from Articles 1 and 2 to elaborate how these understandings manifest in 

international policy and research and discuss a unifying concept of social learning to cover 

both positions in research.  
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6.1.1 Skills or community?  

Scholars in curriculum research (Deng, 2015; Westbury, 1998) have long argued for a 

reconciliation of curriculum and Didaktik and that both understandings add valuable insights 

that should be considered in curriculum making. Such views also seem to be supported in 

policies in the Nordic countries (Mølstad & Karseth, 2016; Wahlström, 2016), including in 

the Norwegian curriculum, that draws on both traditions. As outlined in the first article, the 

superficial reconciliation of these traditions at the policy level creates tensions in the 

curriculum, including differing views on the role of teachers, the purpose of the curriculum 

and the nature of students’ learning. In the case of Norway, these tensions create a theory 

paradox where teachers must provide students with competence and Bildung without a 

coherent educational theory to explain how the two are related. A second assessment paradox 

requires teachers to assess students’ competence, but forbids the assessment of Bildung, while 

a third accountability paradox holds students accountable for both competence and Bildung, 

with little guidance on Bildung from the policy level. This leaves the Norwegian curriculum 

with a blurred concept of learning that emphasizes individual and cognitive aspects of 

learning while still maintaining students’ overall development (Bildung) as the main purpose 

of education.   

 

Education research, building on the curriculum tradition, emphasizes individual competence 

and skills as an outcome of learning in schools (Hodge, 2007; OECD, 2010; Voogt & Roblin, 

2012). This tradition views curriculum as an instrument of policymaking to produce changes 

in student behaviour. This understanding underlies the OECD’s (2015) emphasis on social 

and emotional skills as outcomes of learning in schools. This position is legitimized by SEL 

research (Durlak et al., 2011; Kautz et al., 2017; Weissberg et al., 2017) that encourages the 

development of standards and the assessment of students’ social and emotional skills in 

education. The OECD, however, does not simply adopt established frameworks from 

research, but rather adopts these frameworks in line with its policy agenda (Kankaraš & 

Suarez-Alvarez, 2019). The OECD framework, much like the ones devised by SEL research, 

highlights five dimensions of social and emotional skills: agreeableness, conscientiousness, 

extraversion, emotional stability and openness to experience. In SSES, the (OECD, 2020b) 

however also expands on these dimensions to design an instrument that can measure 15 core 

social and emotional skills such as persistence, self-control, empathy, creativity and 

sociability. This instrument is currently being tested on a population of 60,000 students from 
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9 different countries, including Finland, Canada, USA, Russia and China. These 

developments indicate the prominence of a skills-oriented approach to social learning in 

international policy and research.  

 

This skills-orientation is also identified in the second article investigating curriculum 

approaches in bullying research. I find that the dominant programme category of bullying 

research emphasizes teacher fidelity and delivery of bullying curriculum, while the subject 

category encourages teachers to reflect on how their teaching practices can contribute to 

bullying prevention. The standards category highlights professional standards and curriculum 

making at the policy level to reduce competing priorities and align efforts to prevent bullying 

in schools. Building on these findings, I identify three gaps in the constricted use of 

curriculum understanding, the narrow application of curriculum understanding in the 

dominant program category and the dichotomous positioning of different epistemological 

approaches in qualitative and quantitative bullying research. I identify how a skill-oriented 

approach is supported by bullying research in the dominant program category (Bonell, Allen, 

Warren, McGowan, Bevilacqua et al., 2018; Domino, 2013; Espelage et al., 2013; Fekkes, 

van de Sande, Gravesteijn, Pannebakker, Buijs et al., 2016) which favours the design and 

implementation of a prescribed bullying and SEL curriculum to enhance students’ social and 

emotional skills. These programs tend to understand bullying as repeated aggressive 

behaviour, intentionally perpetrated by a stronger individual or group with the intention to 

harm to those who are weaker (Limber, Olweus, Wang, Masiello, & Breivik, 2018; Olweus, 

1992). Similar understandings are employed by the OECD in its framework to measure 

bullying as a part of its efforts to promote individual well-being and social progress (OECD, 

2015, 2018). Developing resilience through social and emotional learning, it is argued, may 

help reduce bullying involvement and the associated long-term health and social costs.  

 

In contrast to skills-orientation, education research building on the Didaktik tradition, 

explored in Article 1, emphasizes teaching for subject knowledge and the all-round 

development (Bildung) of students. Scholars (Hopmann, 2007; Klafki, 2001; Westbury, 

Hopmann, & Riquarts, 2012) describe the aim of Didaktik is to generate personal and relevant 

meaning from the encounter with subject knowledge. Subject knowledge and categorical 

insights such as concepts, language and tools provide a gateway towards emancipation and 

self-determination for the individual, but also towards the establishment of meaningful 
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relationships and co-determination as socially and culturally engrained beings with a strong 

sense of solidarity towards others in their community. Social learning from the perspective of 

Didaktik (although this concept is not specifically used) can be understood as a students’ 

process of overall development (Bildung) in a historic and socio-cultural context. The 

Didaktik tradition insists that students must reinterpret disciplinary knowledge according to 

their specific circumstances in a way that can help students experience their learning in the 

classroom as meaningful in their world (Willbergh, 2016). Influence from the Didaktik 

tradition is evident in bullying research, perhaps most clearly formulated in the concept of 

‘community-building didactics’ (Plauborg, 2011, 2016; Rabøl Hansen, 2014; Schott & 

Søndergaard, 2014; Søndergaard & Rabøl Hansen, 2018). This concept draws on the Didaktik 

tradition to emphasize how teachers’ choice of learning goals, curricular content and working 

methods influence students’ meaning-making and establishment of social relationships in 

teaching and, by extension, how bullying behaviours are allowed to manifest in the classroom. 

The concept builds on a socio-psychological understanding of students as existentially 

dependent on their relationships and meaningful communities at school, expressed as a 

‘longing for belonging’ or ‘social exclusion anxiety’ (Osterman, 2000; Rabøl Hansen, 2011; 

Søndergaard & Rabøl Hansen, 2018).  

 

This research foregrounds bullying as a social process by which the need to belong can trigger 

exclusionary mechanisms that are either constrained or reinforced by teaching in the 

classroom. Other Nordic scholars (Horton, 2018; Thornberg, 2011; Thornberg, Baraldsnes, et 

al., 2018; Thornberg, Wänström, et al., 2018) have similarly emphasized how an overly 

individualistic approach can undermine pedagogical approaches to bullying prevention, and 

how scholastic competition may drive teachers to emphasize delivery of the curriculum over 

dealing with issues of bullying in their classrooms. The perspectives underscore the need for a 

community-oriented approach to social learning, and an emphasis on teachers and pedagogy 

to promote positive social outcomes in the classroom.    

 

6.1.2 Towards a broader concept of social learning 

Building on the findings in Articles 1 and 2, I have outlined two contrasting positions in the 

skill-oriented and the community-oriented positions on social learning. Underscoring these 

findings is a tension between two global ideas. The first is the idea of 21st-century education 

that highlights individual competencies and skills to promote individual well-being and 
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economic growth. The second is the idea of education as a culturally engrained institution that 

provides students with insights and experiences, helping them transform subject knowledge 

into meaningful relationships and lives as responsible citizens in their local communities.  

 

These contrasting ideas can also be understood considering the increasing interest in 

internationally policy and research in issues of well-being and social equality. The OECD’s 

contribution to such aims is to ‘define the knowledge, skills, attitudes and values that learners 

need to fulfil their potential and contribute to the well-being of their communities and the 

planet’ (OECD, 2018, 2020a). Scholars (Pettersson, 2014; Pettersson et al., 2017) have shown 

how state-based curriculum making is influenced by OECD recommendations that work in 

parallel with national discourses to influence policy. Other scholars (Sivesind & Wahlström, 

2016; Wahlström, 2016) have also demonstrated how such influences are not linear, but rather 

‘complex movements between transnational and national and formal and informal policy 

arenas’ (Wahlström, 2016, p. 310). This indicates that ideas about education at the 

international level are influential in curriculum making at the national level, but are also 

counteracted by ideas and concerns at the national level. Answering the question of how 

social learning is understood in international policy and research is then a question of 

outlining potential positions and the tensions between them, to facilitate analysis of how these 

positions are negotiated in the national context.  

 

In this discussion, I have outlined how the fields of bullying and educational research 

converge in two contrasting positions that emphasize individual skills or social communities 

as desirable outcomes of education. The global push for social skills is supported by 

educational research building on the curriculum tradition and the individual bullying theory 

and purports social skills as malleable and measurable outcomes of education. The Nordic 

push for social community, supported by the Didaktik tradition and the social bullying theory, 

highlights the importance of meaning and sense of belonging as outcomes of education. 

Building on these discussions, and the critical realist impulse to overcome constricting 

dualisms (Bhaskar, 2008a; Bhaskar et al., 2018), I propose a broader concept of social 

learning to include both positions as a process of developing individual social skills and a 

collective sense of community and belonging through education. Such a concept can counter 

the unproductive dichotomy of skills versus community, and potentially bring together 

researchers from different traditions to explore policies and practices that can support both 
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individual and collective outcomes in a more sustainable way. In this study, I have taken some 

steps in this direction by demonstrating how a broader concept of social learning can be 

applied in research. Developing the concepts further will require new steps and more research, 

including the validation of measures to account for collective outcomes of social learning. 

Such discussions are beyond the scope of this study. In the text that follows, I will however 

investigate how social learning, in the broad sense, is influenced by curriculum negotiations at 

the national level, and by teachers’ curriculum making in the classroom.  

 

6.2 Curriculum Making for Social Learning in National Policy 

In this section, I discuss how social learning is influenced by curriculum making at the policy 

level in Norway. In Article 3, I find that the Norwegian curriculum does not align with the 

understanding of social learning emphasized in the international knowledge base, nor its 

recommendations for assessment of social learning. Similar contradictions have been 

identified in other contexts (Chikamori et al., 2019) and resolved using CR. In the text that 

follows, I discuss causal mechanisms at the national level to explain how the concept of social 

learning is influenced by curriculum making at the state level through the mechanisms of 

external rationalization and internal mystification.  

 

6.2.1 External rationalisation 

Previous research (Karseth & Sivesind, 2010) has indicated that the Norwegian curriculum is 

historically engrained in the Northern European tradition of Didaktik and Bildung while also 

being open to influence from the Anglo-American tradition of competence and learning. 

Although the Didaktik tradition is scarcely cited in the international knowledge base, the 

provisions of the final curriculum underscore how this tradition is deeply engrained in the 

Norwegian educational ethos. This is evident in the core curriculum outlining eight principles 

for education and all-round development (Bildung) that describe how schools must ‘support 

and contribute to the social learning and development of the pupils’ and how ‘learning subject 

matter cannot be isolated from social learning’ (NMER, 2017, p. 12). The curriculum also 

emphasizes how learning subject content is a key part of students’ all-round development, and 

that ‘teachers must consider carefully what, how and why pupils learn’ (NMER, 2017, p. 22) 

and adapt their teaching to accommodate the all-round development of all students. 
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At the international level, policy and research combine to create a need to know and support 

social and emotional skills to promote social and economic development (Durlak et al., 2011; 

OECD, 2015). This process is discussed in Article 3 through the mechanism of psychological 

rationalization that generates misrepresentations of social learning and reinforces the system 

that measures such outcomes. In the national policy process, the need to support social 

learning is rationalised with reference to international policy and research. This is evident in 

the cited knowledge base (see Article 3, Table 1), dominated by sources from the OECD and 

the Anglo-American context. Also evident in official reports underscoring a need to include 

social competencies is the fact that they ‘can be developed and learned, and are significant for 

academic learning’ (ONR, 2015b, p. 20) to be competitive in a globalized knowledge 

economy.  

 

This rationalization provides a national narrative of curriculum making as research based and 

future oriented. A problem, however, is that the cited knowledge provides a selective, or at 

best partial, narrative that drowns out criticism that does not correspond with the overall 

rationale of the reform. An example of this is the report from the Swedish National Agency 

for Education (2013), whose critical comments on the potential of promoting social learning 

is given little prominence in the reform. Other prominent voices critical of the 21st-century 

skills agenda (Biesta, 2013) are not cited in the reform. Such omissions can be understood in 

light of the political mandate of the reform to consider the ‘competences and basic skills that 

students will need in the future society and working life’ (ONR, 2015b, p. 15).  

 

One mechanism that influences the framing of social learning in the Norwegian reform is the 

outside rationalization to underscore the need to include social skills in 21st-century 

education. This mechanism provides legitimacy for the reform based on international research 

and policy recommendations, but also favours sources that correspond to the political mandate 

of the reform and supresses criticism of the policy agenda.  

 

6.2.2 Internal mystification 

A second mechanism, discussed in Article 3, is the ideological mystification of the 

relationship between education and the desired outcome of social learning. At the 

international level, assessment frameworks, such as the one set up by the OECD (2020b), 

validates misrepresentations of social skills and obscures what it is that students actually learn 
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in school. Consequently, what ends up as recommendation for policy is what the system is 

able to measure (Shipway, 2011).  

 

A similar process of internal mystification can be identified in curriculum making at the 

national level in Norway. On the one hand, policymakers have given a mandate for the reform 

in line with international recommendations to emphasize competence and skills. On the other 

hand, the recommendations to include social skills in the core concept of competence does not 

sit well with a cultural ethos and other policy concerns to provide teachers with greater 

flexibility and fewer demands in the curriculum. A compromise is needed, but without 

abandoning the main rational of a competency-based reform. In their effort to craft a 

compromise, policymakers adapt and redefine the key concepts of the reform. One example is 

the narrowing of the concept of competence as ‘first and foremost about subject learning’ 

(NMER, 2016, p. 21). The white paper also cites concerns from national stakeholders that 

including social and emotional skills in a broader concept of competence will lead to 

instrumental practices and ‘undermine the importance of students’ academic knowledge’ 

(NMER, 2016, p. 28). The white paper does cite recommendations from the OECD to support 

social and emotional skills through education but argues that such skills are unfit for 

assessment and there are ethical dilemmas involved in doing so.  

 

The compromise devised in the curriculum obliges teachers to support students’ development 

of social skills, such as cooperation, empathy and resilience, but without including such skills 

in the core concept of competence. The white paper further states that ‘social and emotional 

skills are developed by working with subject aims’ (NMER, 2016, p. 29), and that the core 

and subject curricula shall provide guidance on how such skills can be developed through 

subject teaching. As a continuation of this compromise, the core curriculum introduces the 

concept of social learning to further underscore that such learning is a part of students’ overall 

development (Bildung), and not a part of competence and basic skills that are assessed in 

schools.   

  

Another mechanism identified in the national policy process is the internal mystification of 

social learning as an outcome of education. This mechanism causes policymakers to adapt key 

concepts and recommendations to their national context and policy agenda. In Norway, 

policymakers mystify the relationship between competence and social skills by relating social 
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skills to students’ overall development (Bildung), and introducing a new concept of social 

learning to distance such learning from high-stakes learning assessed by teachers.    

 

6.2.3 Inside out: A new strategy for social leaning? 

Previous research has indicated that theories of competence ‘integrate the biological with the 

social context but exclude the cultural context, which implies a de-contextualised 

understanding of the concept and its acquisition’ (Wahlström, 2016, p. 301). These findings 

indicate that educational ideas travel from the international context but are also negotiated in 

the national context. In the case of Norway, curriculum making for social learning is 

influenced by the mechanisms of external rationalization and internal mystification. On the 

one hand, policymakers rationalize the need to develop students’ social learning by 

referencing international policy and research. On the other hand, policymakers also mystify 

the relationship between social skills and competence and devise a new concept of social 

learning to further confuse their relationship. This cycle of rationalization and mystification 

can be understood in light of previous research describing theories of competence as an 

amalgam of different components that fit the purpose of the system (Hodge, 2007). The 

national policy process then, mirrors the self-sustaining system described at the international 

level (Shipway, 2011), with the Norwegian education system being reinforced by its seeming 

adherence to international policy and research, while also seemingly adapting the reform to 

the cultural context and concerns of local stakeholders.   

 

I suggest that these iterative cycles at the national policy level can be explained by the 

mechanism of external rationalization and internal mystification that enable a distinctly 

‘Norwegian’ compromise that recognizes the importance of social skills but also rejects their 

inclusion in the core concept of competence. This compromise also involves supporting the 

development of social skills as a part of students’ overall development (Bildung), while 

rejecting standardized assessments and interventions to support social learning. These 

mechanisms influence how social learning is understood by policymakers at the national 

level. A downside to the compromise strategy, however, is that the newly devised concept of 

social learning has weak grounding in research, and is difficult to relate clearly to teaching. In 

the final section, building on findings from classroom observations in Article 4, I discuss how 

social learning is influenced by mechanisms at the curricular and socio-cultural levels of the 

learning environment.    
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6.3 Curriculum Making for Social Learning in Practice 

In this section, I discuss how social learning is influenced by curriculum making at the 

practice level in the classroom. In Article 4, I have identified four main ways that teachers 

influence social learning by framing personal content, including peer, employing group work 

and teaching for identity. Previous research (Mølstad et al., 2020) has indicated that teachers 

in Norway adapt their practice in line with changes in the national curriculum. Research 

(Priestley, Biesta, & Robinson, 2015; Priestley, Edwards, Priestley, & Miller, 2012) has 

however also indicated that teachers’ agency is enabled and constrained by personal, 

contextual and structural factors, and that enacting changes often involves a non-linear and 

unpredictable process. 

 

In the observed events described in Article 4, teachers draw on the curriculum to frame 

contents, methods, assessment and purpose to influence how students socially interact in the 

classroom. In line with the critical realist grounding of the study, I will understand such 

practices as affected by underlying curricular mechanisms that create conditions for these 

practices to emerge as they do, in these specific situations (event causality). Teachers’ choices 

are causative in the sense that other choices, for example to work on individual assignments 

or with other contents, would have caused the events to turn out differently. How the events 

would have turned out is however unpredictable, as they are also governed by structural 

factors and the exercise of student and teacher agency. When patterns emerge across multiple 

events, as described in Article 4, this suggests the presence of underlying generative 

mechanisms that cause social phenomena to emerge in similar ways across time and space 

(generative causality). Such generative mechanisms describe a latent power engrained in the 

context and structural conditions of the events that can explain why events occur the way they 

do regardless of whether their latent effects are observed in the events or not (Bhaskar, 2008a, 

2014; Danermark et al., 2011; Mingers & Standing, 2017). In applied critical realist research, 

existing theories are used to make claims about generative mechanisms from observed events. 

Building on the laminar model of the learning environment (Brown, 2009), and the theory and 

findings from Article 4, I will discuss generative mechanisms that may explain how social 

learning is influenced by curriculum making in the classroom. I will understand such 

mechanisms as embedded in the context of lower-secondary education following a common 
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curriculum plan, and in a preceding social structure of class and teacher practices that 

influence how these mechanisms are actualized in the events.  

 

As contextual factors, I will include the events being situated in four lower-secondary classes, 

based on a common national core and subject curriculum in language and science. As 

structural conditions, I will include the preceding social norms and practices established in the 

class and the teachers’ curriculum making and exercise of autonomy in choice of content, 

learning methods and formative assessment for subject teaching. I understand these 

mechanisms in relation to the international developments in policy and research, as outlined 

in the previous section, but will limit my analysis to influences from the curricular and socio-

cultural level of the laminar learning environment in the classroom. 

 

6.3.1 Personalization 

The teacher’s framing of personalized contents in the ‘Book of me’ language class event 

enables students to share their personal stories to get acquainted with each other and practice 

their language skills. Such practices are supported by provisions in the national curriculum 

(NMER, 2017) that emphasize an inclusive learning environment and preparing students for 

active participation in society. Teachers are also encouraged to develop students’ oral and 

writing skills as important tools for establishing identity and social relationships. However, 

students’ social learning is also constrained at the curricular level by an unclear description of 

the relationship between subject content and students’ social learning and overall 

development (Bildung). Although the curriculum emphasizes this relationship, the teacher’s 

autonomy of content, mandated by the curriculum leaves the teacher to resolve this 

relationship in practice. In the ‘Book of me’ event, the teacher’s choice of graded assessment 

and public presentation format is observed to constrain some student participation and social 

learning.   

 

At the socio-cultural level, social learning is facilitated by students’ enthusiastic engagement 

with each other as they write and present personal stories in class. It is also enabled by 

students’ use of humour and other social gestures to facilitate informal exchanges and build 

relationships though their presentations. Some students, however, also respond negatively to 

other students’ presentations and sharing of their personal stories in public. The students also 

actively compare their writing and grades from the assignment, causing some to feel insecure 
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about their stories and academic performance. These socio-cultural factors can constrain 

students’ social learning in the class.   

 

Together these factors at the curricular and socio-cultural level combine to enable and 

constrain students’ social learning in the classroom. Building on the critical-realist 

understanding of causality, I propose a generative mechanism of personalization to explain 

how students’ social learning is influenced by curriculum making that encourages them to 

share personal stories in the class. This mechanism enables bonding and the development of 

social skills but also constrains students’ social learning by emphasizing the public 

negotiation of meaning from these stories in the classroom.  

 

6.3.2 Peering   

Another common form of teacher curriculum making that enables social learning, as observed 

in the ‘Exam prep’ event, is the use of peer assessment. The teacher organizes students in 

groups to assess written texts and help students to learn from each other and evaluate their 

writing together. Such practices are encouraged in the national curriculum by requiring 

teachers to involve students and help them to assess their own development. The recent 

reform (NMER, 2017) also emphasizes students’ metacognition and deep learning, including 

students’ ability to reflect on their own learning process in interaction with others. Students’ 

social learning is however also constrained at the curricular level by unclear descriptions of 

how social learning should be assessed, and how peered assessment practices can support 

students’ social learning. In the described event, the teacher’s curriculum making also 

constrains students’ social learning by not providing appropriate guidance to support their 

social process of working together to assess the texts.   

 

At the socio-cultural level, students’ social learning is enabled by a mutual practice and 

engagement in assessing texts together. The students in the ‘Exam prep’ event benefit from 

prior experiences of working together and build on their intimate knowledge of each other to 

solve their tasks expediently. These attributes can however also constrain students’ social 

learning as they use their knowledge to make fun of each other or work together in innate 

ways that exclude some students from participating in their collective process.    
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These factors at the curricular and socio-cultural level combine to enable and constrain 

students’ social learning through the enactment of peer assessment in subject teaching.  

Building on the described findings, I suggest an underlying generative mechanism of peering 

to explain how students’ social learning is influenced by curriculum making that encourages 

them to learn together as peers in the class. This mechanism enables expressions of belonging 

and shared practices but can also constrain students’ social learning by inviting practices that 

exclude students from established communities in the class. 

 

6.3.3 Grouping 

In the ‘Cars and loops’ event, the teacher enabled social learning by facilitating group work 

and reflection while also requiring students to remain committed to their task in spite of 

challenges. These practices are supported by provisions in the national curriculum (NMER, 

2017) which requires students to learn how to cooperate, participate and take responsibility 

together. The students shall also engage in creative and practical learning and be encouraged 

to do their best even when success is not guaranteed. The national curriculum however also 

constrains social learning by failing to provide clear guidance on how different methods of 

learning can influence students’ social learning. One effect of this absence is evident in the 

teacher’s emphasis on competition between groups, focusing the students’ attention on the 

results of the competition rather than their social learning in the group process.  

 

Factors at the socio-cultural level also play a part in enabling social learning in the described 

event, as students are motivated by working with other students in their class. The students are 

encouraged by the freedom to develop social practices and relationships in and across 

different groups in the classroom. Competitive practices can however, as displayed in the 

event, also discourage some students from participating, and constrain social learning by 

encouraging students to seek out like-minded individuals who are easy to work with in the 

groups.   

 

In combination, these factors create conditions at the curricular and socio-cultural level that 

enable and constrain students’ social learning from group work. I propose a generative 

mechanism of grouping to explain how students’ social learning is enabled and also 

constrained by curriculum making that encourages students to work together in groups. This 

mechanism enables the exercise and development of shared practices in the class and also 
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constrains students’ social learning by amplifying the practices of dominating communities in 

the classroom.  

 

6.3.4 Identification 

Teachers enable social learning through their curriculum making by inviting students to 

question and discuss important issues of identity, as displayed in the ‘Question box’ event. 

These practices help students relate subject contents to knowledge and experiences in their 

own lives, supported by a curriculum that describes students’ development of cultural insight 

and a sense of identity as the main purpose of education (NMER, 2017). The curriculum 

further emphasizes developing students’ sense of belonging and solidarity with others in their 

community, and encourages both critical reflection and creative thinking. Social learning is 

however also constrained by a national curriculum that provides little guidance on how 

teachers should support students’ social learning and identity development in practice. In the 

‘Question box’ event, the teacher’s curriculum making also constrains students’ social 

learning by limiting the identities presented to the teacher’s experiences and the questions and 

opinions of verbally active students in the classroom.    

 

Students in the event enable social learning at the socio-cultural level by asking bold 

questions about their own sexuality and discussing these questions candidly in the class. The 

questions are critiqued and discussed in a mutual process, enabling students to reflect on their 

sexual identity and become part of the shared identity of the class. Some students are, 

however, also discouraged from participating in the open process of plenary discussions, and 

their social learning may be diminished by a narrow framing of identities in the curriculum 

and a small number of students who dominate the classroom dialogue.    

 

I propose a combined generative mechanism of identification to explain how students’ social 

learning is enabled and also constrained by curriculum making that encourages students to 

discuss issues of identity in the class. This mechanism enables students’ social learning by 

emphasizing identity issues through subject teaching, while also constraining students’ social 

learning by limiting identity resources to those provided by the class and subject curricula.  
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6.3.5 Generative mechanisms of social learning 

In this section, I have outlined four potential generative mechanisms that influence students’ 

social learning in the classroom. These mechanisms are described as practices of 

personalization, peering, grouping and identifying in subject teaching. The mechanisms 

comprise influences from the curricular and socio-cultural level of the learning environment 

and create conditions for students’ social learning in the classroom. Table 3 provides an 

overview of the proposed mechanisms and their context and social structures.  

 

Table 3: Generative mechanisms of social learning. 

Context  Social structure Mechanism Outcome 

Language curriculum  

8th grade language class 

Language-class practice 

Curriculum making: 

Content 

Personalization Book of me 

Language curriculum 

10th grade language class 

Language-class practice 

Curriculum making: 

Assessment 

Peering Exam prep 

Science curriculum 

10th grade science class 

Science-class practice 

Curriculum making: 

Purpose 

Identification Cars and loops 

Science curriculum 

8th grade science class 

Science-class practice 

Curriculum making: 

Method 

Grouping Question box 

 

How these generative mechanisms are actualized in practice is contingent on the influence 

exerted by the pre-existing social structure and students’ and teachers’ exercise of agency 

within their context. Over time, students and teachers can reproduce or change the social 

structures in the classroom (Bhaskar, 2014). Although this analysis does not provide sufficient 

data to make generalized claims beyond the described contexts, there are similarities that can 

indicate the presence of a more universal mechanism. One similarity is the tendency of 

teachers to relate subject content to the experiences and reflections of the individual learner. 

This is outlined in the mechanisms of personalization and identification that seem to heighten 

students’ awareness of who they are in relation to subject content and their peers. Another 

similarity is the tendency of teachers to emphasize collaborative learning, highlighted in the 

mechanisms of peering and grouping, that seem to enhance students’ ability to learn and work 

with others in their class. These similarities suggest a continuous dialectic between individual 

and collective practices in teachers’ curriculum making. This dialectic can be indicative of a 

universal human need to relate learning to an internal psycho-emotional process, and an 
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external socio-cultural process. The mechanism that I have outlined provides plausible 

explanations of how teachers’ curriculum making influences students’ social learning in the 

classroom. Building on the critical-realist ontology, social learning can also be understood as 

a universal social structure that emerges through the curricular interactions of students and 

teachers in the classroom. The mechanisms described here also influence how this structure 

operates in the classroom and creates conditions for students’ learning. As such, the 

phenomenon of social learning is not merely a process of developing skills and community in 

schools. More fundamentally, it is also a naturally emergent structure providing guidance to 

our human enterprise and the glue with which we maintain and transform our societies, to 

which we are existentially bound.   
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7 Conclusion 

In this study, I have investigated how curriculum making in Norwegian policy and practice 

influences students’ social learning. This problem has been illuminated through the discussion 

of three underlying questions. First, the study has emphasized two main understandings of 

social learning in international policy and research. One, as individual social skills that can be 

developed and assessed in education, and two, as a process of developing social communities 

and a sense of belonging through education. The skill position emphasizes systematic 

development through program interventions and assessment of social skills in schools. The 

community position emphasizes students’ process of overall development (Bildung) and 

establishment of inclusive learning environments through subject teaching. Second, the 

discussion has explored how social learning is influenced by curriculum making at the 

national policy level. I have argued that Norwegian policymakers draw on both skills and 

community positions in a process of external rationalization and internal mystification. This 

process produces a new compromised concept of social learning, but also separates this 

concept from the main concept of subject competence that is emphasized in the reform. Third, 

the study has also addressed how social learning is influenced by curriculum making at the 

practice level. I have argued that students’ social learning is influenced by the national 

compromise that guides teachers’ curriculum making in the classroom. Teachers influence 

their students’ social learning through four generative mechanisms of personalization, 

peering, grouping and identification. These mechanisms enable and constrain students’ social 

learning depending on the structural conditions and agency of students and teachers in the 

classroom.  

 

Together, these discussions form a basis for answering the overall question of the study of 

how curriculum making in Norwegian policy and practice influences students’ social learning. 

A comprehensive conclusion from this research is that students’ social learning is influenced 

by a dual dialectic of curriculum making in policy and practice and of structure and agency in 

the classroom. The dialectic of curriculum policies at the national level, and curriculum 

practice in the classroom create the structural conditions that enable and constrain students’ 

social learning. In the classroom, these structural conditions are influenced by teachers’ 

enactment of subject curriculum and how students engage with subject contents and their 

peers. Curriculum making for social learning can then be described as a complex and multi-

layered phenomenon that creates variable outcomes depending on how structures, 
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mechanisms and agency are activated in the educational setting. Following these concluding 

remarks, I round off the thesis by considering the study’s contributions to research, and 

implications for policy and practice.    

 

7.1 Contributions and Implications 

In Articles 1, 2 and 3 and the discussions in this thesis, I have contributed to research on 

curriculum making at the policy level. A number of studies (Pettersson, 2014; Pettersson et 

al., 2017; Wahlström, 2016) have shown how national discourses are influenced by policy 

recommendations at the international and national levels, and create tensions in negotiations 

in national curriculum making. Such tensions have been highlighted in this research through 

different positions on understanding and assessment of social learning in the policy process. 

This research confirms previous findings of complex motions and negotiations in curriculum 

making at the policy level, but also contributes by explaining potential mechanisms that can 

influence policy negotiations at the international and national levels. 

 

A number of studies (Karseth & Sivesind, 2010; Mølstad & Karseth, 2016) have investigated 

changes in the Norwegian curriculum in recent years. These studies demonstrate an increasing 

emphasis by policymakers on competence and skills as measurable outcomes of learning in 

the curricula. This study offers an in-depth analysis of how the concept of social competence 

and skills are negotiated in the revised national curricula. In contrast to previous findings, this 

study shows how some competencies and skills are deemphasized and not considered suitable 

for assessment in education. These findings underscore how educational concepts such as 

competence and skills as social and political constructions are transformed in line with the 

national policy agenda.    

 

In Article 4 and the discussions in this thesis, I have contributed to research on curriculum 

making at the practice level. Some studies (Elias et al., 2015; Jones & Bouffard, 2012; Yoder, 

2014) have investigated practices for developing students’ SEL in schools. These studies 

demonstrate a growing body of knowledge about and positive outcomes of integrated program 

interventions and SEL curricula in teaching. This study adds to this body of research by 

investigating the potential for social learning through subject teaching, without the use of 

program interventions. By demonstrating how regular teaching practices influence students’ 

social learning, the study challenges the interventionist approach of SEL research and argues 



99 

 

for a more organic and curriculum-driven approach to social and emotional learning in 

schools.   

 

Some studies (Mack, 2012; Plauborg, 2017; Uitto & Saloranta, 2017) have explored how 

teachers support social outcomes, such as social awareness, well-being and sense of belonging 

in their classroom practice. Previous research demonstrates the potential of such practices and 

how teachers are important agents in students’ social learning. This study adds to previous 

research by demonstrating how teachers, through their curriculum making in subjects, enable 

and constrain students’ social learning. The study also emphasizes the importance of subject 

curricula and curriculum making to support such learning and challenges the notion that social 

outcomes such as well-being and sense of belonging can be separated from subject teaching. 

 

7.1.1 Research implications  

The findings in Article 2–4 and the discussions in this thesis, indicate a shortage of research 

on how curriculum making at the policy and practice levels influence social learning. One 

clear implication of this study is that other contexts and dimensions of curriculum making can 

be investigated to verify the validity of these findings in other countries, and in different 

levels of education. Future research can also expand the investigation into different subject 

curricula and systematically investigate the influence of other curriculum resources such as of 

time, space and materials used in curriculum making at the classroom level.      

 

In Article 3 and the discussion in this thesis, I identify assessment as a key topic in the 

research on social and emotional learning. The findings from this research indicates a strong 

emphasis on the assessment of social and emotional skills in SEL research, and a tendency to 

reject the assessment of social learning in socio-cultural research. Building on a critical realist 

ontology, one implication of this research is to encourage the development of a broader 

repertoire of assessment technologies that can inform a more systematic practice to support 

collective outcomes of social learning. Such assessments could be developed based on the 

needs and collaboration of teachers and students with the aim of helping them thrive and learn 

in more sustainable ways in the classroom. 

 

Finally, this study has drawn on bullying research, curriculum research and research on social 

learning. All these fields provide important insights and seek to influence students’ social 



100 

 

learning in different ways. All too often, however, these insights are compartmentalized and 

not brought to play in an interdisciplinary research dialogue. The social aspects of learning are 

increasingly being addressed in policy and research throughout the world. This calls for more 

research across the aisle to address the challenges and opportunities of educational practice.   

 

7.1.2 Policy implications  

The findings in Articles 3 and 4 and the discussions in this thesis, indicate a weak link 

between policy and practice, and between social learning and teaching in the context of social 

learning. This is indicated by statements in the core curriculum demanding teachers to 

develop students’ social learning through subject teaching. Such demands could be supported 

in policies by clarifying why and how subject teaching supports students’ social learning, and 

by developing best practice examples of what teachers can do to support such learning in an 

equitable and sustainable way. This is particularly relevant with regard to assessments of 

students’ academic learning that tend to drive teachers’ practice, but as this study has 

demonstrated, it can also have adverse consequences for students’ social learning. Policies 

can be clarified to strengthen the link between social learning and teaching and provide 

teachers with the flexibility and resources they need to adapt their teaching to a diverse group 

of students in the classroom.     

 

Although the findings in Article 4 indicate a great capacity and ingenuity among teachers to 

support students’ social learning through subject teaching, the findings also indicate 

substantial variations in teachers’ personal and pedagogic capacities. Such variations can also 

be welcomed as a potential for genuine and meaningful human encounters in the classroom. 

Utilizing this potential in a professional way, however, also requires policies to support 

teacher capacity-building with broader aims than improving cognitive learning outcomes. 

Policies can be devised to enable collective capacity building among teachers and include 

devises to develop their personal and social capacity in concert with more specific skills and 

subject knowledge teaching. Teaching and learning are complex human interactions that 

require establishing meaning and relationships over time. This research provided an argument 

against quick-fix and single-track solutions and for investing in the capacity of students and 

teachers to create meaningful encounters in their classrooms. 
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7.1.3 Practical implications 

The findings in Article 1 and 4 indicate a strong influence from the Didaktik tradition on 

teachers’ practice in Norway. This influence is negotiated by teachers with the demands of the 

national curriculum, their professional identities and the sway of their students and peers. This 

study indicates a considerable potential for supporting social learning through subject 

teaching. Teachers may find this study’s descriptions of classroom practices meaningful and 

inspiring in light of increasing individualization, polarization and the challenges of a 

hypercomplex and media-driven society. Subject knowledge is increasingly important for 

students’ ability to lead meaningful lives, but learning and applying such knowledge also 

requires that students learn to belong and establish safe and nurturing communities with their 

peers in the classroom. A key message to teachers from this research is that subject teaching 

can support, but also constrain students’ social learning. Every lesson planned is a lesson in 

both social and subject learning. Considering both aspects equally is therefore vital for 

creating meaningful learning experiences in the classroom.  

 

In Articles 2 and 4, I have demonstrated a tension between a skills-based approach and a 

community approach to social learning. This study can then provide useful insights to 

teachers and school administrators when considering strategies to support their students’ 

social learning in schools. Evidence-based programs to promote social and emotional learning 

provide an alluring narrative and clear manual descriptions of practices, but they rarely 

consider the complex social interactions involved in teaching. On the contrary, simply stating 

that students’ social learning is supported a priori, through subject teaching, is a euphemism 

that undermines teacher professionalism and disregards the potential damages of negligent 

social practices. As this research clearly shows, curriculum making can both support and 

constrain students’ social learning. The broader concept of social learning devised here can be 

useful to teachers and school administrators when considering how they can develop their 

professional capacity to support their students’ development of both skills and sense of 

community in the classroom.  

 

In light of recent global events and increasing polarization in many western societies, this 

study contributes new knowledge to understanding and developing strategies to enhance 

schools as sustainable democratic institutions and meaningful communities for students and 

teachers. Considering the OECD’s recent initiative to develop instruments to measure 
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student’s social skills on a global scale, this study also highlights important knowledge about 

how assessment of social learning is negotiated in the Norwegian context and informs future 

discussions on assessment at the policy level. First and foremost, this study has contributed by 

investigating strategies to influence students’ social learning through curriculum making at 

the policy and practice levels. It is the hope of the author that this study will inspire more 

research and better policy and practice to promote individual and collective well-being and 

social and economic sustainability through subject teaching in schools.   
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Appendix 7: Results of statistical analysis 

Items chosen for CC (Faklærkultur) translated by author: 

1. There is a good working environment during lessons (Lærkul1) 

2. In my class we feel it is important to work well in school (Lærkul2) 

3. Are students engaged in suggesting how to work in school subjects? (Elevdemo1) 

4. Are students engaged in making rules for how it should be in class? (Elevdemo2) 

5. Have you been bullied by other students during the last months? (Snuddmobbet) 
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I denne avhandlingen har jeg undersøkt ulike forståelser av skolens nye begrep 
om sosial læring i læreplaner og praksis. Et hovedfunn er at sosial læring kan 
forstås som et kompromiss mellom individuelle sosiale ferdigheter og kollektiv 
dannelse gjennom inkluderende fellesskap. Dette kompromisset gir nye muligheter 
for integrering av sosial og faglig læring, men skaper også nye spenninger som må 
håndteres av beslutningstakere, lærere og elever i innføringen av nye læreplaner 
i skolen.

Internasjonal forskning har de senere årene vist en stigende interesse for elevers 
sosiale og emosjonelle læring i skolen. Nyere forskning om mobbing og lærings- 
miljø har også pekt på undervisning i fag som en strategi for å styrke fellesskap og 
motvirke sosial ekskludering i skolen. I Norge har sammenhengen mellom sosial 
og faglig læring blitt aktualisert gjennom arbeidet med Fagfornyelsen (LK20), men 
inntil videre har det blitt forsket lite på hvordan denne sammenhengen blir forstått  
i skolens læreplaner og praksis.  

Som grunnlag for studien har jeg analysert læreplandokumenter og undervisning 
i norsk og naturfag på ungdomstrinnet. Analysen viser at læreres didaktiske valg 
av mål, innhold, arbeidsmåter og vurderingsformer i den faglige undervisningen 
påvirker elevene både sosialt og faglig. Disse valgene bidrar til å utvikle sosiale 
ferdigheter og fellesskap, men kan også motvirke faglig læring og marginalisere 
sårbare elever i klasserommet. Dette understreker behovet for mer forsking om 
hvordan skolens læreplaner og undervisning i fag kan bidra til å fremme, uten å 
hemme, elevenes sosiale og faglige utvikling i skolen.   
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