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Panel abstract 

The future of the media literacy classroom as a material, imagined, 
and practiced space 
  
In The City as Classroom: Understanding Language and Media, Marshall McLuhan et. al. 
(1977) suggests that most learning takes place outside of the classroom, with and through 
media. Then in the last chapter they suggest that the book title should be inverted to 
“Classroom as city”. This inversion clarifies the classroom as a main node in a mediatized 
society – “in an age when answers are being discovered outside the classroom, questions 
belong inside the classroom” (ibid, p. 165). This (media ecological) understanding of media 
inside schools (why is the blackboard behind the teacher…?) seems more relevant than ever; 
following digitalization of schools and the instrumental use of educational technologies, 
framed by a “deep mediatization” of society at large.  

In spite of this, the media literacy tradition is dissolving (McDougal, 2017) by being 
subordinated to presentistic ideas of the market and of policy making (Forsman, 2018, 
Livingstone 2009). As a consequence, some influential media literacy researchers are now 
going outside K12-education to set up "new classrooms" by focusing on civic engagement 
outside of schools, online with individuals, in NGOs etc. (c.f Mihailidis 2018, Mihailidsis, 
Gordon, 2017). 

This panel want to bring back media literacy to the classroom, understood here as; a 
media technological infrastructure, a pedagogical space and an imagined place for citizen 
making. The classroom is a material and architectonic space, it is an algorithmic (online) 
space, an object for representations, and a metaphor that comprise and organizes historical 
understandings. By understanding classrooms “as media” and as infrastructures where 
mediatized projections of the future are inflicted, this panel addresses the conference theme 
by challenging the orthodoxy of the field of media literacy and media education through 
questions such as: 

–How can the relation between the classroom as a factual and conceptual space be 
described and analyzed in relation to different aspects of the media literacy tradition? 
–What new and creative ways are used to understand the classroom as a medium? 
–How is the “media literacy classroom” constituted in different K12-subjects (like 
language, social science, art)? 
–How can media literacy concepts and theories be projected on things like learning 
management systems? 
–What educational imaginaries are underpinning the architecture and organization of 
the classroom and how does digital classroom technologies play in to these visions of 
education and future citizens? 
–How can we as researchers and educators rethink this future by suggesting other ways 
of organizing a classroom? 
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Paper 1 
The Educational Complex 
 
Staffan Ericson, Södertörn University staffan.ericson@sh.se 

 

Abstract 

Educational Complex is the title of an influential artwork (1995) by American artist Mike 

Kelley, in which a architectural model is constructed to represent the memories of every 

school that the artist had attended. The notion of a “complex” has also recently been 

employed in works that aspire to capture the interrelated expressions of architectural 

configurations, social and theoretical imaginaries, and technologies of communication - for 

instance, in Reinhold Martin’s The Organisational Complex (2005), a study of US corporate 

architecture and its relation to cybernetics, politics and social relations after the Second World 

War, and Kim West’s The Exhibitionary Complex (2017), a study of how Swedish museums 

and exhibitions, from the early 1960s into the late 1970s, were modeled by imaginaries of 

media environments and social experience related to the computer.                  

 

In extension, this paper tentatively discusses if and how a notion of an “educational complex” 

may be of historical, theoretical and methodological use, to elucidate the school’s interrelated 

organization of curricula, architecture and media technology. In particular, current debates on 

digital literacy, learning management systems and virtual classrooms, will be compared to the 

phase of the early 1960s, when Swedish class rooms and curricula were re-organized to adapt 

to the influences of media-induced social change. The paper demonstrates how a reevaluation 

of Bildung in the 1962 curricula for the national school system correlates with general 

guidelines for the re-organisation of class rooms in Swedish school (in order to introduce 

audiovisual aids), and with themes developed during the very same year in influential  books 

on media and society, by Marshall McLuhan, Raymond Williams, and Jürgen Habermas. 
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Paper 2 
Imagining the Arts Classroom of Tomorrow 
 
Ingrid Forsler, Södertörn University ingrid.forsler@sh.se 

 

This paper discusses a specific learning space in formal school buildings, namely the arts 

classroom. Based on eight future workshops (Jungk & Mullert 1987) conducted with 

prospective visual art teachers in Sweden and Estonia, the presentation explores how the 

participants think about the arts classroom in relation to digitalization and the perceived aim 

of their subject. Future workshops is a creative method in three steps starting with an 

inventory phase, then a discussion phase and last a “phantasy phase” where the participants 

come up with solutions to identified problems together. In this case, each workshop resulted 

in a map of the participants desired future arts classroom, understood here in an extended 

sense including online spaces, cultural institutions and outdoor environments envisioned by 

the participants as part of the learning space.  

The transcripts and images from the workshops are analysed using the analytical 

concepts from Inge Mette Kirkeby’s (2006) dissertation about school architecture, where she 

introduces five different design principles or ideas about what a classroom or school building 

can do. This analytic model includes the classroom as a social space; an activity space; a 

behaviour regulating space; a space as a conveyor of meaning, and a space as a conveyor of 

atmosphere. These spaces are further discussed using the concepts mobility, connection and 

transparency. 

 

The mobile classroom 

In the classroom maps from workshop 1, Sweden (fig 1) the technologies of an arts classroom 

are pushed to the edges of the paper, whereas other institutions such as the museum, the artist 

studio and the television house take up most of the space. The participant responsible for this 

marginalization of the classroom explained that she wanted to “evacuate arts from the 

classroom” because “the technologies for communication in a classroom, like the white board 

and the projector, they build so much on an old idea of communication, of one-way 

communication /…/ …a medieval idea of communication”. For the participant, the hidden 
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curriculum of the classroom prioritized teacher-centered teaching and passive learning and 

made it hard to include the experiences and knowledges of the student in the pedagogical 

design. The participant in other words, perceived the classroom as what Kirkeby call a 

behaviour regulating space reinforcing power structures and control, as well as an activity 

space where only a very limited set of practices can take place.  

 

 
Figure 1: Photograph from workshop 1, Sweden. Breaking out of the classroom 

 

Although not all participants share this antipathy towards classrooms, there seem to be a 

shared ambition to take arts education out of the classroom as well as an unwillingness to 

restrict or pre-define educational practices. In the final map from workshop 7, Estonia, inside 

and outside space is integrated as well as online space (represented though example of 

platforms and resources) and offline space (represented through classroom technologies). The 

furniture is light and movable, such as pillows to sit on and small tables that can be used one 

at the time or combined into a bigger table. One participant explains that the map shows 

different components of arts education, represented here by different spaces; one room for the 

senses, one for information and one for connections to the outside, and that practice is what 
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takes place in-between these spaces. This means that the classroom as such has to be mobile 

and able to adapt to whatever direction that practice is taking.  

Instead of the predefined activities of the traditional classroom, where the teacher talks 

and the students listen, the participants suggested activity spaces that allowed for what 

Kirkeby (2006, p. 99 f) call differentiation, that is configurations according to unplanned 

changes taking place during an ongoing process. In addition, participants emphasized the 

possibility to exit these spaces altogether or to extend them into the surrounding society and 

environments such as doing outdoors projects in the schoolyard, visiting museums and media 

institutions but also bringing in elements from outside into the arts classroom - everything 

from popular visual culture artefacts to natural material. In other words, is not only the arts 

classroom that is mobile in the future vision, but also ideas, materials, and perhaps most 

important, the teachers and students operating in this context.  

The strive to take arts out of the classroom also plays into the school debate on subject 

fragmentation. The next section discusses how the arts classroom is imagined as a way to 

reconnect not only spaces but also knowledge forms, and the risks involved in 

interdisciplinary approaches.  

 

The hub 

 

- Actually, it is like this that things are connected... only at school they are 

separated.  

 

The above quote is taken from a discussion about interdisciplinary school projects taking 

place during workshop 8, Estonia, where the participants meant that visual arts offers a 

possibility to reconnect different topics, subjects and forms of knowledge in an otherwise 

fragmented school, but also to work as a link between school and society. When asked to 

develop on the role of the arts classroom in these processes, the participant suggest that it can 

be used “like a community art center”, functioning as a classroom in the daytime and for other 

cultural activities in the evenings and weekends. In another session (workshop 2, Sweden), 

the participants dream of a school where arts education is part of all subjects instead of 
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separated into one subject, and where the arts classroom, with arts teacher included, become a 

kind of resource center for all the subjects to use.  

If the problem was only a separation between schools and society, or between different 

school subject, any classroom could do as this resource or community center. But for the 

workshop participants, arts have specific qualities that make it useful for approaching all 

kinds of questions and for bringing people and things together. Here, the arts classroom is 

imagined as a hub that connects knowledge forms and subjects in an otherwise fragmented 

educational system.  

At the same time, there is a tension between this connected and open classroom on the 

one hand, and the arts classroom as a specific space within the school where certain kind of 

learning processes takes place, on the other. In Kirkeby’s (2006, pp. 83 f; 123) terms, the arts 

classroom as a social space, gathering ideas and people and structuring processes of 

knowledge production and communication clashes with the vision of the arts classroom as a 

conveyor of atmosphere, an intimate ”room for the senses” (workshop 7, Estonia).  

For the participants, this tension is also related to questions about digitalization. Digital 

visual communication and culture is often put forth as an argument for the importance of 

visual arts education, but it has also added a range of new topics, materials and tools to an 

already disparate subject. This makes some participants question whether it is possible to even 

discuss arts education as one subject anymore, and if this has to some extent dissolved the 

specific qualities of art and art making practices.   

The idea of the classroom as a hub is discussed also by Marshall McLuhan in his co-

authored textbook City as classroom from 1978. As the title suggest, the authors argue for the 

need to look at the learning taking place outside formal schooling. In the last chapter 

however, they invert the title of the book into “the classroom as city” to show that while 

answers and objects of study might be found outside the classroom, the questions we ask to 

these phenomena belong in the classroom. In this case, the metaphor of the city as classroom 

and that of the classroom as city also sums up the conceptualizations of the future classroom 

presented in these first two sections: the mobile arts classroom where artefacts, materials, 

tools and people can be moved out to explore contemporary culture, society and nature, and 

the arts classroom as a hub, connecting people, ideas and questions from the surrounding 

“city”.  
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The last section reflects on the consequences of the connected and expanded classroom, 

that in McLuhan’s (1960, p. 1) terms have “cracked the very walls of the classroom”. This 

“classroom without walls” opens up to the world, offers possibilities for collaboration and for 

showing the work performed in schools, at the same time as it enables control and 

surveillance and stands in stark contrast to the immersion and autonomy associated with 

creative work.  

 

Classroom/ glass room 

For media historian Bernard Siegert, the distinction between inside and outside upheld by 

doors can be extended to that between public and private and eventually to an asymmetry of 

knowledge. “In this way”, he writes, “doors are crucial actors in the distribution and 

circulation of knowledge. In modern concrete buildings, however, doors have surrendered that 

function to walls” (Siegert, 2015, p. 201). But if walls are replacing doors, what happens to 

the distribution and circulation of knowledge in a classroom without walls? 

In the classroom maps from the workshops (fig 2), the border between the classroom 

and outside space is depicted differently. In the first image from the left below, the classroom 

indeed has both walls and doors that open manually. The outside space, explained by the 

participants as “a little garden, that is also a kind of classroom” (workshop 8, Estonia) is not 

part of the classroom map but placed onto the map as an extension. In the second picture 

(workshop 2, Sweden), discussed above in relation to working with zones in the classroom, 

the doors are replaced with a wall consisting of high windows that can be opened to enable 

passage between inside and outside. In the third image (workshop 7, Estonia), there are no 

distinction at all between outside and inside space, or in fact between exterior and interior 

since the map also displays the outside of the very school building.   

If doors are media that processes and thematizes the difference between inside and 

outside, between knowing and not knowing, these representations can be read as different 

stages of connectedness and transparence as a negotiation between visual arts education as an 

autonomous subject with a distinct tradition of knowledge production and arts as a more 

general approach to the world that can be included in several subject and areas of society.  
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Figure 2: Photos from workshop 8, Estonia; 2, Sweden, 7; Estonia. Art classrooms with and 

without walls.    

 

Another aspect of working in a classroom that figuratively speaking lack walls, are that it is 

possible not just to look out for inspiration, but that it is also possible to look in and observe 

what is going on in the classroom. Visibility here becomes a double edge sword. While the 

visualization of work and knowledge has been an important way for art educators to gain 

legitimacy for their subject, visualization also enables surveillance and control (Star & 

Strauss, 1999, p. 9 f). But transparency is not only a metaphor, it is also a feature of modern 

architecture with its penchant for glass walls and windows. Benjamin (1996, p. 734) have 

famously called glass “the enemy of secrets”, and architect Helena Mattsson writes on the 

topic of architectural transparency, that open workplaces not only make visible and 

aestheticize previously hidden work, but also opens up for mechanism of control: 

  

It would not be far-fetched to look at the contemporary deployment of 

transparency, which opens up closed organizations and reveals their inner 

functions and organs, as a kind of exhibitionist regime that located the individual 

within a polarized desiring structure, “to be seen” and “to see” thus also always 

hast “to be controlled” and “to control”. (Mattsson, 2010, p. 197) 

 

Transparency here can be understood in two ways, as a metaphor for visibility and openness, 

what Kirkeby (2006, p. 115) call space as a conveyor of meaning, or as another kind of behavior 

regulating space that literally enables surveillance and control, not primarily of the students but 
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of the teachers and what they do in the classroom. The analytical spaces coincide in the physical 

arts classroom where for example glass doors or windows into the classroom functions both as 

a symbol of openness and as a way for management, parents or colleagues to actually see what 

is going on inside the classroom.  

For some of the participants, this possibility of control was problematic in relation to the 

messy works processes of creative work, “because sometimes you might do something really 

absurd, but that might be good for the students to get started with the creative process, but you 

really don't want to have to explain it to anyone” as one participant in workshop 5, Estonia, puts 

it. In the same session, another participant explains that the reason she volunteered to participate 

in the workshop was to explain how she felt about classrooms with glass walls: 

 

I remember I talked recently with one art teacher…she is not currently teaching but 

she did a year ago or something… and she said that she hates when new school 

buildings are built with wall made from glass, because she feels like it is almost 

impossible to teach in this kind of classroom, and people actually disturb you. And 

also, there is no kind of atmosphere anymore, even if nobody is watching you, you 

have this feeling that somebody is watching you because of the glass walls. And 

she also said that she remembered when she was learning art, the classrooms had 

no glass walls, but at the moment she is going to a higher art school in Tartu where 

they have a new building and she feels like even learning in this classroom is very 

hard, because teachers don't have this... basically, what I want to say is that if you 

are learning and teaching in this kind of classroom you don’t have this intimate... 

you don't feel free.  

 

Another participant replied: “It is like a word game I think… classroom and glass room!” 

For the first participant, the possibility of being watched was enough to control and limit 

her behaviour. These panoptic qualities features can also be found in the extended 

classroom where learning platforms and demands of documentation offers the same kind 

of metaphoric and literal transparency.  

Indeed, all conceptualizations of the classroom derived from this material are connected 

to imaginaries about media technologies in education. The theme of the mobile classroom 
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discuss teachers attempts to break out of the classroom, and with that the traditions, 

expectations and limitations of traditional arts education. Mobile digital technologies are here 

understood as making this break-out possible. Envisioning the arts classroom as a hub rather 

emphasizes the potential of digital media to bring things into the classroom, facilitating 

collaborations and transdisciplinary projects. This conceptualization is connected to a future 

imaginary of visual arts education as a way to re-connect knowledge forms and subjects 

separated through curriculum fragmentation as well as bridging the gap between school and 

society/culture. The third theme problematize the openness and transparency associated with 

digital technologies by putting forth intimacy and seclusion as important in creative work. 

Digital platforms for administration and monitoring is here compared by the participants as 

working in a room with glass walls.  
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Paper 3 
The Hidden Curricula – a Spatial Concern: Deschooling Google 
Classroom 
 
Michael Forsman, Södertörn University michael.forsman@sh.se 

 

Abstract 

Media literacy has been defined as the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, create and act by 

using different forms of communication media (Aufterhedie, 1993). The main institutional 

space for this venture has been the public K12-school system (de Abreu, Mihailidis, 2014). 

The classic route in this ”citizen making enterprise” (Wan, 2014) has been to apply media 

didactics (theories and practices for learning with and about media) inside the (physical) 

classroom in order to understand media use and media structures outside the classroom. 

 However, in our present “media life” (Deuze, 2014) the emerging “media citizen” (c.f. 

Mihailidis, 2015) grow up tethered to mobile, personal, ubiquitous media with infinite 

amounts of information, networks, databases and platforms as and a rapid digitalization of 

education. Hence I suggest to turn the media literacy light around to look at the media 

structures inside the classroom by focusing onthe virtual classroom (online classrooms) as a 

medium (McLuhan, 1964) and as a media space (Couldry, McCarthy, 2004). 

 I want use the media literacy tradition (e.g. Marshall McLuhan) in combination with 

affiliated thinkers (e.g. Illich)  to understand how this logistical, spatial, locative medium 

organizes communication and interaction in relation to learning, with the position of the 

“implied teacher” as the main target for analysis. I will use Google Classroom as my main 

example. 

 I conduct my investigation in a three steps. First a generic and contextual analysis of the 

spatial and functional interface of Google Classroom in a material, infrastructural and 

conceptual sense. Second a decoding of this wired representation of “the classroom”. Thirdly 

a discussion about the “hidden curriculum” (Illich, Postman) of this technology. Which 

indicates a transformation of some of the fundamental values of public education, and hence a 

shift also in the premises for training the media citizen of the future. 
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Paper 4 
The Opening of the Classroom 
 
Jesper Tække, Aarhus University imvjet@cc.au.dk 

 

Abstract 

The article relates to the classroom by presenting and discussing two very different scenarios 

for what digitalization will mean for teaching and education. One scenario is progressive 

while the other is repressive, albeit in the futuristic, not to say dystopic, way. The first 

scenario follows, to some extent, a projection of the European tradition of Bildung (DK: 

dannelse, SV: bildning). More specifically, the first scenario consists in the theory of the three 

waves described by Paulsen & Tække (2016). In this theory, the classroom opens up to the 

outside world and the students achieve Bildung through contact with people in the outside 

world under the guidance of the teachers. The second scenario is represented by Williamson's 

(2017) description and analysis of the technological development of teaching in the Anglo-

American world. Here machine learning algorithms are used to control and steer what is 

happening in the classroom. The article discusses along the way, but in its final section seeks 

to provide a discussion of how digital media’s materiality opens up for both scenarios and 

concludes, that in the first scenario it is directly necessary for students to gain Bildung and 

become critical and democratic citizens, while the other is considered to constitute a direct 

risk to the tradition of Bildung and the open liberal democracies. 

 

Introduction - the classroom in a medium perspective 

Since the foundation of the educational system teaching has taken place within a closed 

classroom fenced by four walls. A teacher was placed in front of a group of students 

observing, monitoring and disciplining them. The teacher and his teaching were protected by 

the walls against opinions and distractions from the outside world (Luhmann 2006). The kind 

of teaching developed has strongly been shaped by this isolated situation. In the closed 

classroom the surrounding world were represented with basis in printed text books. The 

interaction has just dealt with and thus represented conditions from the outside world - which 

is the one students must learn about and get Bildung in relation to. The interaction is 
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asymmetric in the sense that there is a teacher present who is required to know more than the 

students, while the teacher is also officially in power in the classroom, i.e. has the right to 

sanction students. The knowledge conveyed is represented from the beginning through 

textbooks. In a media perspective, the interesting thing about the classroom is how different 

emerging media interrelate with the representation and interaction that takes place. Thus, for 

example, one must understand the construction of the classroom in relation to the invention of 

the printing technique some centuries earlier. Now with the Internet, wireless networks and 

mobile technology the situation has changed. This paper provides an analysis of the present 

situation by presenting two different scenarios, one in line with the continental European 

Bildung tradition and one in line with the present development in the Anglo-American world. 

The first describes through three phases how the classroom is opened in the new medium 

situation. In the first phase the teachers do not know what to do and we see a lot of 

distraction. In the next phase the educational communication begins to run through the new 

media and in the third and last phase the teachers and students, because of the skills and 

Bildung learned in the second phase, now can take contact with resources and persons from 

the surrounding world, gaining Bildung in the contact. Looking at the latter scenario, the 

Anglo-American use of Big Data and machine-learning-algorithms in teaching, we see a very 

different path threatening educational autonomy because the material basic, the 

communicative infrastructure, now is programed with logics and values from systems in the 

surrounding world.  

 

The theory of the three waves and the classroom  

The theory describes the general patterns of how schools respond to the new conditions 

digital media entail compared to the media situation before the Internet. The theory propose 

that these responses imply a shift from closed classroom teaching to an open community 

between students, teachers and third parties from outside the classroom. However, the shift 

does not happen at once. Rather, the theory suggest that it arises through three waves 

containing different educational responses to the new situation. In the theory, it is assumed 

that before digital media there was a given level of educationally relevant attention. This 

assumption can be called into question insofar as attention towards the educationally relevant 

subject matter differed from student to student, class to class, time to time, etc. Yet, there is 
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no doubt that what we can generally observe in the first wave of digital media and wireless 

networks is a huge drop in educationally relevant attention (Mathiasen et al. 2014).  Also, we 

know that activity irrelevant to the educational purposes (e.g. responding to private messages) 

significantly harm grade, recollection of information and note taking (Kuznekoff et. al 2016).  

Following Paulsen and Tække (2013; 2016) the first respond by teachers and schools to the 

new media situation primarily is either to ignore the new difficulties and possibilities or to 

prohibit the use of digital media for educationally irrelevant purposes. Both strategies – 

ignoring and prohibiting – generally fail for several reasons (ibid). At the same time, the new 

possibilities for teaching are not actualised or invented. In the first wave, we consistently do 

not observe a realisation of new and improved teaching, but a destabilised teaching with 

students trying to multitask between computer games or social media and the educational 

interaction with teachers that do not know what to do.  

 The second wave arises when schools, teachers and students begin to make use of the 

possibilities of the new media for better interaction between the students and the teachers. In 

this phase, teachers begin to use the new media to draw attention back to the classroom by 

using digitally based written interaction within the class and shared online documents where 

students collaborate, monitored and guided by the teacher. The result is an intensified 

educational interaction where the attention is re-conquered and more and better possibilities 

of participation arise. For instance, it becomes possible for teachers to get answers from all 

the students simultaneously through the use of written interaction media like Twitter, instead 

of only hearing one voice at a time. This – and similar uses – helps to get more students 

involved and engaged in the educational interaction (Paulsen & Tække 2013; 2015; 2016). 

Despite the positive impact of the second wave it only consists of ‘more’ and ‘better’ 

interaction, not altering the classroom setting and the educational form radically. Yet, the 

third wave – which is truly radical – is made possible by the digital Bildung and literacy 

developed and facilitated during the second wave.  

 The third wave arises when other persons than the students and the teachers, through the 

Internet, become integral parts of the educational interaction. When this happens on a regular 

basis, it changes the educational form that has existed more or less since the printing press. 

Instead of a closed system in the classroom of interaction between teachers and students, we 

now observe an open system of interaction in which other persons outside the classroom 
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participate and contribute. This brings new perspectives to the form of education. On a regular 

basis, students meet persons with other perspectives, views and responses, and the teacher 

becomes a ‘mediator of otherness’. In this wave, the teacher builds networks for educational 

purposes outside the classroom. Students connect to groups, other school classes, individuals 

and databases, using the new medium environment as a natural part of their education. They 

take part in the convergence culture (Jenkins 2008) carrying out produsage (Bruns 2008), 

learning to navigate and take part in the new society and its forms of production, network, 

communication and culture. The upshot is that teaching shift from being a closed fabric to an 

open activity, inviting different people to participate. Instead of transmitting knowledge to the 

students, the role of the teacher becomes to connect students with relevant otherness and 

make knowledge production possible across borders and differences.  

 The view provided by this theory is in line with the Bildung tradition (Klafki 2005, 

Paulsen & Tække 2018; 2019). It describes an impowering of the student and a view of the 

classroom as a room for a cooperating education community, free to update old forms of 

literacy and curriculum adequate with the development of contemporarily society in contact 

with society. In line with the Bildung tradition it put forward critically thinking, democracy, 

emancipation and humanism and holds a definition of Bildung as a combination of three 

components: knowledge, Attitude and existence (Paulsen & Tække 2018; 2019). For instance, 

when a student uploads a photo to Instagram knowledge concerns how to take a good photo, 

how to use the right filters, how to upload it and how to choose the right hashtags to link to 

the wanted conversations and interactions. Attitude concerns what it means to others and our 

shared conception of the body, that it is portraited on the photo in this way and not in another. 

In relation to existence the question is what it makes the student to, to upload this photo with 

this way of portraying the body (no matter if it is a selfie or a photo of another person) in this 

way using these filters and hashtags. This formula must penetrate every social and educational 

activity from coding algorithms to writing essays.  

 It seems logically and in line with the development up to now in the continental 

European tradition of Bildung with third wave teaching, but as we shall see now there is 

another development in the Anglo-American world, where Bildung in the classroom is 

replaced by control and steering from the outside.  
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Machine learning – the Anglo-American scenario  

Ben Williamson describes in the book Big Data in Education, how the development of Big 

Data takes place within teaching in the Anglo-American world. The development is driven by 

a cooperation between science, Silicon Valley companies, venture capital and politicians 

(Williamson 2017, 12-15). These systems have gathered around what Williamson describes as 

a sociotechnical imaginary, which is defined with reference to Jasanoff (2015, 5) as: 

”collectively held, institutionally stabilized, and publicly performed visions of desirable 

futures, animated by shared understandings of forms of social life and social order attainable 

through, and supportive of, advances in science and technology”. As follows, this imaginary 

is instantiated as computer based functional specifications, determining the social and 

educational life in the school system, forcing its norms and logics on to the teachers and 

students in the classrooms. 

  According to Williamson, algorithmic machine learning allows to predict students’ 

possible future progression through predictive analytical processes and further through 

prescriptive analyses to control what knowledge and tasks the individual student get 

(Williamson 2017, 111). The selection of tasks for the individual student is matched by the 

machine learning algorithm not only in relation to all the data on the individual student, but 

against all the students’ progression curves determining which specific next task one must 

have (ibid, 112). It is clear that it is smart that one can get tasks that correspond to one's 

closest learning zone, but in the larger context the way one is measured and circulated through 

the system also forms the way one is treated. This means that one is going to live a 

predictable life that one adapts to (ibid). To this must be added that even machine learning 

algorithms must have feedback to learn, which means that they can never do anything really 

new or experimental in terms of teaching (ibid 113). To this end, you also lose the teacher as 

the other (in a Bildung sense) who can treat one as a whole person and on this background 

choose forming challenges for the student. 

 However, it is not only cognitive learning and the technical part of science that are 

important when it comes to big data and machine learning within the teaching area but also 

psychology. Here is the direction called growth mindset central since in this direction they 

have been able to contribute to the socio-technical imaginary with a theory saying that 

students can develop their intelligence and become better decision makers through hard 
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training (ibid, 141). The thesis is behavioristic and involves nudging individuals to self-

optimize through hard work.  

 According to Williamson, the system normalizes surveillance, and because the reward is 

based on visible behavior, it is raw behaviorist nudging, designed to get students to conform 

to specific behavioral norms, and thus a relapse to apply behaviorism in teaching. Williamson 

refers to this as psychological governmentality. The model is reinforced with persuasive 

computing including hyper-nudging and online intervention through social media platforms 

(ibid, 144). According to Williamson, we are approaching an actual nudgeocracy (ibid, 145) 

and governmental psycho-policy (ibid 147).1 Like in the private sector where companies 

quantifies emotions, we now see the psychometric methods for measuring and managing 

mood and behavior within the classroom.  

 This politically-initiated performance culture leads to an increase in the stress and 

anxiety (ibid, 146). The datafication of the student’s non-cognitive learning is part of a 

biopolitical strategy designed to shape the citizens to pathology-secured individuals (ibid.). 

Up to 100 emotions have been identified (ibid, 137), that can help improving student 

performance (academic persistence, self-regulation, engagement, motivation) through 

appropriate practices (ibid, 135). Various measurement techniques can reveal the learner's 

emotional attitude such as facial expressions monitored through webcam, eye tracking, skin 

temperature and conductivity (ibid). The Bildung, if one can speak of any, is thus towards a 

quantified self, which, on the basis of behaviorist rationales, must align with an individual 

who is subjectivated to enter into the capitalist system with an emotionally appropriate 

mindset and the right cognitive conforming settings. 

 In this scenario we find a classroom which is monitored, where the teachers and 

students must follow the logics and values predetermined by other systems and executed by 

algorithms. In the third wave scenario the teacher can constructively influence the switch out 

of the classroom and into the classroom, the media and networks that are used, the type of 

project, etc. The teacher tolerates, so to speak the loss of control, but regains control with 

second-order decisions at a higher organizational level - much like with the group work, as 

 
1 See also Byung-Chul Han’s book: “Psychopolitics: Neoliberalism and New Technologies of 
Power”. 
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already known, where power is also delegated out in trust, with a corresponding loss of direct 

control as a result. The teacher is impowering the student, helps the student to gain Bildung to 

face the digital society. The conclusion is that the two scenarios are as different as day and 

night. In the wave-scenario the direction of attention, learning and Bildung is pointed from the 

classroom towards the surrounding world developing the student to become a self-regulating 

critically thinking citizen. In the other scenario the direction is from the outside and into the 

classroom subjectivating students to conform with the norms and values designed in an 

instrumental-capitalistic sociotechnical imaginary.  

 

Big data as a threat to the educational autonomy 

In this last section the paper discusses the communicative situation in the classroom in 

relation to digital media and how the materiality of digital media enables the two different 

scenarios and with which consequences.2 

 For Luhmann (1995) the communicative system on the level of interaction, here an 

educational interaction system, is closed by being differentiated on the outside to the psychic 

systems (who cannot communicate) and on the inside to other social systems because of the 

closing out of persons not being physically present (who cannot contribute to the interaction 

system). But if the interaction is written and run through a digital infrastructure monitoring it 

and intervening in who gets which messages, questions and answers, and if the behavior of 

the contributing persons is also monitored and nudged by the IT-system, the interaction 

system does not seems really closed. The question is who takes part in the interaction and if 

the IT-system, its algorithm, is a kind of participant too? Following Esposito (2017), we do 

communicate with AIs, and in a Latourian meaning we do interact with nonhumans (Latour 

2008). Such an IT-system even with a steering machine learning algorithm, is preprogramed 

to channel and nudge the meaning of the interaction in specific directions. 

 It is not just like language which has a grammar and other rules, on the contrary, the IT-

system we can suspect to negate the possibilities to negate meanings violating its values and, 

in this way, reduce the freedom of the interaction. Going back in the history of the school 

system there were almost no freedom and the design of the classroom is a panopticon with the 

 
2 You can read more about this perspective in Tække (2019) which this section is based on. 
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teacher monitoring the students (Paulsen & Tække 2019b). Through the textbook canonized 

by the central government, the teacher mediated after his best preconditions, what was 

decided that students had to learn, and also, he disciplined the students to behave with a rattan 

cane. The students had to recite and also write again and again what the teacher wanted them 

to never forget (ibid).  

 Much have changed and such methods have been left decades ago. Now in the Anglo-

American world the logic and approach to teaching seems to come back to the black school in 

an indirect and in-transparent manner. In this new wave of behaviorism and black school 2.0 

pedagogic, the risk combined with the teacher’s preconditions seems to be neutralized, 

because the IT-system both have the questions, answers and schemes for what is good 

behavior. This means that the interaction system is increased with an AI channeling and 

intervening in the interaction. But going back in history we soon find out that interaction in 

schools also before was characterized by surveillance and an asymmetric power relation. Oral 

speech was monitored, written texts were monitored and the students got marks in the black 

book and their parents got informed if there were problems. The conclusion here must be that 

we see a new technological setup where the materiality of the digital media allows for 

steering, manipulating and nudging the educational interaction system. But we must also 

conclude that educational interaction systems always are (and always has been) asymmetrical 

in regard to power and must process in accordance with decisions from the politicians and the 

school on the organizational level. In this regard it is not wrong to claim that the educational 

interaction system in the classroom are opened because their self-decidability now is 

influenced by the IT-system. Before there were small holes in the doors so the headmaster 

could monitor if the teacher disciplined his students according to the regulative. Now we have 

the IT-system and maybe we simply do not need the teacher in the Anglo-American school 

system – an IT-supporter will do. The government and its capitalist allies, the scientists and 

the it-system-providers sharing the same sociotechnical imaginary has taken power over the 

classroom and programed what happens there through a machine learning algorithm. 

 The political system has always tried to control what is happening in the school system 

and within the new media matrix it seems like they can success through IT-systems. 

Following Luhmann (1995) we only talk about communication if both (all) contributing 

systems experience doublet contingency but following Esposito (2017) what matters is that 
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the interaction with the machine has the features of communication with a contingent 

autonomous partner. Virtual contingency is what is required so the person project onto them 

their own contingency: “A surrogate of double contingency is produced because the user 

faces his or her own contingency in an externalized and elaborated form and interprets it as 

communication” (Esposito 2017, 258). If the AI has a sufficiently complex structure for the 

interaction to produce information different from what the user already knows, and this 

information is attributed to the partner we experience communication. “The user 

communicates with the machine even if the machine does not communicate with the user” 

(ibid). It is only required that the elementary unit information-utterance-understanding is 

accomplished (Luhmann 1995).  

 As such the educational interaction systems are closed, but now a computer can 

participate both as a communication partner and as the communication medium the 

interaction takes form in. As a part of the computer is the preprogramed machine learning 

algorithm nudging and manipulating the learning process using profiling and big data to help 

the students to learn what is decided and to conform behaviorally. In a Bildung perspective 

the Anglo-American scenario looks like the algorithm based social control seen in China. The 

third wave scenario looks more like empowering the student to stand up against such control, 

and also stand up critically against the western commercial algorithm-based surveillance 

performed by companies like Google and Facebook. If the classroom is used to suppress 

students and conform their outlook, instead of a room for developing Bildung in the meaning 

of self-regulation and critically democratically thinking it seems like a path that endanger the 

open liberal democratic societies. 
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