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school subjects are about. It might help to understand why most of the recurring attempts to redefine the meaning of once established school subjects never have sustainable 

success in the daily grind of schooling, or why most of the current attempts to enhance school outcomes by controlling academic achievement do not deliver. 

 

Michael Young, Emeritus Professor of Sociology of Curriculum - Reflections on the problem of conceptualising knowledge in educational research 

My paper considers the possibility that in focussing on the concept of powerful knowledge we may have reached an impasse. I will begin with a brief history of sociological 

approaches to knowledge in education starting with the idea that the curriculum represents the knowledge of those who have power. The limitations of this approach to lead to 

alternatives, even if power relations change, led to more structural approaches to the knowledge itself as well as learner-led approaches that explored the idea of a student’s 

relation to knowledge. I will then return to the debates arising from Basil Bernstein’s early work on language and social class, commenting on the divisions within the 

sociology of education that it led to and how, if these divisions had been overcome, his work could have made a powerful contribution to the questions about knowledge that 

concern us. Finally, I will consider Joe Muller’s more holistic knowledge-centred approach that he introduced in Helsinki, and its possibilities, and end by asking whether 

‘thinking the unthinkable’ might either complement or replace the idea of powerful knowledge as a curriculum principle. 
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