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Slide 1 – Title: Restructuring of knowledge in Danish Welfare Professions? 
 

This paper is based on a research project at VIA University College about knowledge structures in 

curriculum. We call the paper for “Restructuring of Knowledge in Danish Welfare Professions. We will show 

how processes of selecting and contextualizing knowledge content has changed significantly over the years.  

Our theoretical departure of this discussion is Basil Bernstein and his concept of generic modes which is 

later developed by other theorists such as M. Young and Joe Muller (Bernstein, 2000)(Beck  Michael F.D., 

2005). 

We have looked into Danish health-care educations, where a nursing program has been our main focus.  

The paper presents results based on document research and interviews with teachers in the reform 

process. The paper also builds on a previous Ph.D.-study.  
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Slide 2 - Content 
 

Briefly about the content of this paper. The headlines are: 

 Background 

 Research question 

 Methodology  

 Results:  

 Changes in recontextualization fields (historical)  

 Implications for teachers who enter processes of organizing and contextualizing knowledge 

content.  

  



Restructuring of Knowledge in Danish Welfare Professions 
 
Jette Henriksen & Verner Larsen. Paper Presentation at ECER, Bolzano, 2018 

3 
 

 

 
 

Slide 3 - Background 
 

To get an understanding of curriculum changes, we looked at some dominating discourses, especially in the 

field of welfare.  

Politicians and policymakers have spoken about the emergence of the so-called ‘competition state’, which 

will replace the welfare state as we have known it until recently (Kristensen 2014). Earlier the cornerstones 

in welfare were 'protection', 'treatment', ‘care’ and 'support', but now the political agenda has changed. 

The idea of the competition state is to enable people to succeed in the labor market with the competition 

that this type of state entails. In this perspective, it becomes important that all citizens contribute to a 

“national working community." 

This has led to the preparation of a new reform for Health & Care-educations in Denmark. In 2014, the 

Danish Ministry of Education initiated an analysis of future competence needs across health-care 

professions. The result of this was the so-called ‘Foresight report’, where some key skills were highlighted; 

multi-disciplinarity, flexibility and innovation. The most notable, however, was the huge focus on the term 

‘generic competences’. Even more interesting was the claim that such skills are seen as the basic skills in 

the future by which specific skills can operate.  

We find it interesting to see, how these trends have affected the further reform process all the steps down 

to curriculum and study plans. 
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Slide 4 – Research Question 
 

We phrase our research questions:  

• What implications do reform processes in recent years have on recontextualizing knowledge in 

professional education curricula? 

• How does such changes influence the development of an articulated and differentiated knowledge 

base in curriculum? 

The terms ”articulated” and ”differentiated knowledge base” indicate that educators have awareness of 

knowledge so they distinguish between various forms of knowledge in curriculum; that various forms of 

knowledge has been considered and conceptualized through the processes of recontextualization (Muller, 

2009).  
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Slide 5 Methodology 
 

We divided the empirical work into two parts: 

A document analysis of curriculum, which comprised: 

 Previous curriculum study carried out in a Ph.D.-project finished in 2014.  

 Analysis of recent reform documents from 2016 – 2018. 

 Individual interviews with teachers and education planners  

 Focus group interview with lecturers at a nursing program 

 

We have generated our empirical data through a document review, mainly comprising two studies.  

One is a review of a previous curriculum analysis from a Ph.D. study carried out in 2010-2013. The other 

part is a new ongoing research, which involves a document analysis of recent reform papers: (se slide)  

The theoretical approach will be taken from an education sociological perspective, especially within a 

recent research tradition called 'social realism' (Maton, 2014)(Maton 2010)(Muller 2000)(Young 2008).This 

tradition which is heavily influenced by critical realism aims at providing a sociology of knowledge with 

strong references to the work of Bhaskar, Durkheim, Bernstein and Bourdieu (Andersen and Kaspersen, 

2007)(Bhaskar 1944-, 1975)(Bernstein, 2000)(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1996).  
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Slide 6 – Reform process 
 

Analytically, we have divided the decision processes into three levels, because we want to see how the 

generic approach is transformed into more specific curriculum content and what is being done at each 

level.  
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Slide 7 - Discursive changes in education 
 

The very first phase in our curriculum analysis was to look at how discourses at a macro-level have 

influenced higher education: 

Some discourse theorists talk about ‘hegemony’ and ‘discursive alliances’ (Fairclough, 2002). Alliances arise 

when discourses from different domains come together and interact. This is particularly significant for a 

marketization, a globalization, NPM and constructivist discourse. They come from different areas such as 

economy, political management, social science and psychology.  

The NPM-strategy aims to focus on output and to place responsibility for the means of the output as close 

to the actors as possible. NPM is closely related to marketization and globalization, but in fact also to 

constructivism as a way of educational thinking. The constructivist thinking plays a significant role in 

alliance with the others. Constructivists have argued for a greater educational space to promote and 

facilitate students’ more self-directed learning processes, but the extension of pedagogical space is also, 

what policymakers have claimed to provide through the NPM-discourse. Here authorities have been 

reluctant to prescribe detailed substantive objectives in the educational programs. Educational 

management should be goal-oriented, as policymakers have stated. Thus, constructivism and NPM go hand 

in hand, which also suits a postmodernist understanding of knowledge and skills as something constantly 

changing and therefore unpredictable.  
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Slide 8 – The question is….. 
 

The question now is: What does it mean for knowledge in curriculum? 
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Slide 9 - Changes in re-contextualization fields – from knowledge to learning goals 

(competences) 
 

By studying reform changes through a number of decades, it is possible to trace some effects of the 

dominant discourses in education. As we will see now, previous curriculum analysis of Danish nursing 

education reveals a significant change in the structuring of knowledge. 

This slide shows a review of curriculum development through a number of decades and draws on a 

previous Ph.D.-study. The main analytical concept here is re-contextualization and how the different fields 

of recontextualization have changed. 

Horizontally, the diagram shows each new reform which have been implemented since 1957. Vertically, the 

diagram shows three levels of decision-making – the same levels we showed earlier. As the title indicates, 

the figure shows how a shift from knowledge to competence has taken place.  

Going from left to right through the various reforms you see how decisions about substantial knowledge 

content in curriculum has been replaced by learning output in terms of competences. Even in the last 

reform, the discourse of generic competences was introduced. The processes of determining knowledge 

content have then been pushed down to lower levels. We see how this change is in line with both the NPM-

management discourse, and in line with constructivist and post-modernist thinking, as we have argued.   
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Slide 10 - Towards knowledge blindness? 
 

The changes in curriculum design over time can also be analyzed using Bernstein’s concepts of strong and 

weak classification In previous curriculum documents we found stronger classification of single disciplines. 

The knowledge content was explicitly described at the state level (circulars). The trend towards 

competences and generic skills reflects a movement towards weaker classification and towards what 

Bernstein termed as regions. It means that the orientation towards the professional world is stronger than 

to the intellectual fields of knowledge production. In educational program, this is seen as weaker 

boundaries between single subjects in curriculum. Some smaller subjects often merge or subjects turn into 

clusters of multi-disciplinary learning activities. It allegedly happens in order to be more responsive to 

market demands. Today, most professional educations are considered as ‘regions’. Regionalization has 

great implications for knowledge organization. Social realists, Muller, Beck and Young, argue that if 

regionalization goes very far, knowledge become more or less “blind”. Knowledge is replaced with "skills 

talk" that pretends to deal with the knowledge, but actually only concentrates on know-how (Beck  Michael 

F.D., 2005). This obscures the needs of conceptual knowledge and its demands on sequence, pace, 

progression and severity. Such a development brings education close to what Bernstein has termed Generic 

modes. In such a mode, specific knowledge is down valued, while general abilities is seen as a sort of 

trainability and thus transferable between contexts. 
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Slide 11 – “Genericism” 
 

About generic modes, Bernstein states: 

They are based on a new concept of work and life which might be called short-termism….where skill, task, 

area of work undergoes continuous development, disappearance or replacement……Under these 

circumstances it is considered that a vital new ability must be developed: ‘Trainability’, the new 

requirements of work and life………will be based on acquisition of generic modes which is hoped will realize a 

flexible transferable potential rather than specific performances”. 

(Bernstein, 2000) 
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Slide 12 - Generic competences’ in reform 2016 
 

The new nursing reform presented this definition of ‘generic competences’: 

“Generic competences can be understood as general, broad skills that are relevant in many contexts and 

often serve as a basis for performing specific skills” (Follow up paper – theme 5) 

It is worth noticing that generic competences are put in front as a precondition for more specific skills!  
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Slide 13 - Generic competences’ – examples from “New Insight” (1) 
 

Here are some actual formulations of generic competences: 

These bullets are an extract from the ‘Foresight report’ (see slide). 

These statements exhibit some general features. They appear obvious and idealistic at the same time. They 

are quite airy and floating in relation to achievements. They allow for a wide scope of interpretation in 

terms of goal attainment. 

The statements also express a high degree of truism. One can hardly argue against them: One may say it is 

a truism that graduated students should be able to communicate situational, act professionally across 

organizational boundaries and achieve a professional holistic understanding. On the one hand, this is basic. 

On the other hand, the competences could also seem ambitious, because you can ask: When can one claim 

to have obtained ‘professional holistic understanding? 
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Slide 14 - Generic competences’ – examples from “New Insight” (2) 
 

This statement of interdisciplinary raises some questions and issues about professional identity and 

knowledge base: 

Let us look at this from a nursing point of view: 

Does this ‘acting across’ mean that a nurse should act across “traditional” professional boundaries and 

learn things which also other professionals could do? Alternatively, does it mean that she should be able to 

judge if and when another professional should be called in? This is a matter of professional awareness and 

identity.  

If generic competences – as a general capacity - are seen as the basis for acting, what is the significance of 

professionalism by which a nurse knows when she is in her own domain or in a foreign domain? To act 

across borders of professionalism implies a strong awareness of her own border; a strong and firm 

professional identity. Without this awareness, there is a risk that she acts incompetent which ultimately 

could be hazardous to patients. Our point is, that the ability to apply generic competences, points to the 

importance of a differentiated and demarcated knowledge base for the profession. 
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Slide 15 - Defining curriculum content – Teachers perspectives 
 

Now we turn to the level of teachers to draw up the main points from their perspective. 

The teacher is generally critical of the frameworks they have been given and as they are expected to further 

develop. They respond critical to the idea of a nurse as a general “health & care professional”. They accept 

generic competences to a certain extent, but it is important to maintain a disciplinary core.  

When it comes to determining the academic content, teachers prefer a relatively large room for action. This 

should not be stated at a national level. There must be room for differences between the various nursing 

programs throughout the country. Regarding choice of textbooks and literature materials etc. It should be 

up to the individual teacher, to make such choices, but most teachers prefer to discuss these matters with 

peers.  

An important point is: The quotes illustrate that many different considerations are made, but these are not 

at all visible. 
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Slide 16 - Results – findings 
 

To sum up the following conclusions of this work in progress: 

 The latest reform work is heavily influenced by generic thinking at political level 

 Recontextualization has moved ‘downwards’ in the system. Institutions are left with learning goals, 

but should provide a national curriculum. 

 The extensive generic approach at political level does not penetrate the re-contextualization fields 

involved in the reform process. 

 Teachers get involved in the reform process at institutional level, mainly about two issues:  

a. distribution of subjects and themes throughout the program – multi-disciplinary teamwork, 

formalized  

b. Selection of knowledge content within single subject (peers or small groups mainly 

informal. 

 Teachers have difficulties to relate to the learning goals, which they find ”absurd”  

 Selection of knowledge content in each subject is the last step in the process. This process is mainly 

informal.  Most of teachers prefer dialogue with peers from same disciplinary field, but prefer to 

maintain great autonomy regarding the actual texts and books 
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Slide 17 - Further conclusions and perspectives 
 

Finally, we will highlight some issues, which might need further attention: 

 The idea of generic competences as the basis for acquiring specific skills is questionable according 

to the theoretical approach in the study. Social realists claim that transferability relies on extensive 

disciplinary skills  

 As the process of defining knowledge content is mainly informal, there will be some arbitrariness 

associated with this 

 To which extend an articulated and differentiated knowledge base is obtained is therefore 

questionable, but difficult to state. This will require even more research into specific conversations 

about textbooks! 
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