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The betwixt and 
between family class 
HANNE KNUDSEN

The family is increasingly seen as a decisive factor in relation to
the activities of the schooling system. It is no longer enough
that the families send their children off to school with lunch
packs, help them with their homework and inform the school
when the child is sick, and then trust the school’s professional
staff to take care of the rest. Today there is a general consensus
that the families need to assume a responsibility for the devel-
opment of their children’s social and personal skills, so that the
children are ready to receive education.1 As a reflection of these
conceptions, we are currently witnessing the introduction of
various new methods whose purpose is to ensure that the
family sees itself as a precondition for the educating activities
undertaken by the schools. One of these new methods is the
family class. In Denmark the first family class was established in
2003 in Helsingør. Since then the phenomenon has become
widespread in the Danish Folkeskole,2 and today there are
many local authorities across the country that have set up
family schools, family classes or similar schemes.3 

This article analyses the family class through three different
theoretical perspectives. First as an empowerment technology
using Michel Foucault’s concept of self technologies and govern-
mentality. In addition to this, I will draw on ideas from Niklas
Luhmann’s systems theory widening the concept of self techno-
logy to a concept of social steering technologies in general.
Moreover I intend to apply the concept of «boundary objects»,
which derives from the actor-network theories of Susan Leigh
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Star and James R. Griemer (1989). But before
I elaborate further on my theoretical frame-
work, I will give a general presentation of the
family class as a phenomenon. After that I will
present and analyse my findings from a case
study of a Danish family class, drawing on
empirical observations and interviews. In this
connection I will demonstrate the strong dif-
ferences between the self-description of the
family class on the one hand, and the school
teachers’ and the school principal’s descrip-
tions on the other. Finally, I will demon-
strate how the score chart, which is a cen-
tral technique used in the family class, func-
tions as a boundary object, which is to say that
it is identical and at the same time representa-
tive of quite different things for the various
parties involved.

Family classes are an offer given to parents
in cases where the school finds that their
children need to improve their skills as pu-
pils. The children in question are typically
pupils who are disruptive to themselves or
others, for instance through threatening or
noisy behavior, by hitting, running about,
being disorganised etc., to an extent that it
becomes difficult for the school to accom-
modate them. When attending the family
class, the pupil will be accompanied to
school by his father, mother or another fam-
ily member, and the aim is to help the par-
ents change negative types of relations with-
in the family. The relations within the family
are considered vital in connection with the
child’s behavior in school.

It varies how many days in the week
(though typically 1–3 mornings) and for how
many weeks (typically 12–24 weeks) the par-
ents/family members accompany the child
to school, just as it varies who is in charge of
the family class. In some cases it is the
school’s own teachers, and in others the
classes are being conducted by professionals
from special schools. Common to all family
classes, however, is that they take their point

of departure in systemic family therapy. In
many cases the Marlborough Family Service
in London is cited directly as a model of in-
spiration (Asen, Dawson & McHugh, 2004). 

The Marlborough Family Service takes a
systemic approach, and their basic philosophy
is that problem families have the resources to
solve their own problems. «Systemic» in this
context means that behavioral and communi-
cation problems are seen as the product of in-
terpersonal relations. The basic idea is that
problems are not rooted in the individual but
in the relational context, such as the family,
the local community, the school, work rela-
tions etc. This is in opposition to a «biomed-
ical model», where explanations for distur-
bances are sought within the person’s psyche.
Instead, the systemic approach relies on:

an interactional framework, which counteracts the
risk of becoming too preoccupied with one indivi-
dual’s mistakes and responsibility. To perceive and
conceptualize behavior in a relational framework is
liberating, as it offers a lot more options with regard
to implementing changes if the people involved
have become stuck. (Asen et al., 2004; p. 27)

The cause of the problem is not the individual
person, but rather the relational context
which the person is part of.4 Thus it is also
possible to change the individual person’s be-
havior by changing the person’s relational
context. It is a question of being resource-ori-
ented and creating positive expectations.
Helping the involved parties to begin solving
their own problems is a process in two stages:
Initially the family members must become
aware of the ways in which they form relations
that may have a negative behavioral effect, but
which can be changed. In connection with
the Danish family classes the problems are of-
ten defined in terms of a failure on the part of
the parents to assume the necessary authority
in relation to their children. The next stage is
that the families adopt a therapeutic perspec-
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tive of the world (in the sense that they devel-
op an understanding of how the communica-
tion controls the participants’ behavior),
which in turn makes the therapists redundant.
This may be described as a process of double
empowerment. The first level of empower-
ment is that the family becomes able to solve
its own problems, and the second level in-
volves the ability to recognize interactional
problems, including in other families, and thus
the ability to function as therapist in relation to
one’s own as well as others’ problems.

The parents are encouraged to assume
their parental authority, as they are continu-
ally asked to assess their child’s behavior. In
addition to this the family class teachers ha-
bitually probe into the parents’ reactions to
their child, thereby seeking to help the par-
ents to reflect on their relations and take a re-
sponsibility.5

Theoretical framework and 
analytical questions

I draw mainly on three theoretical concepts:
Self technology, social steering technology
and boundary object. Foucault writes:

Technologies of the self, which permit individuals
to effect by their own means, or with the help of
others, a certain number of operations on their
own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and
way of being, so as to transform themselves in or-
der to attain a certain state of happiness, purity,
wisdom, perfection or immortality. (Foucault,
1997, p. 225)

The most interesting part of this is in my
opinion the transformation of the self. The
technologies of the self install the individual
as one who is to be transformed. Also Luh-
mann works with an idea of transformation
in his article on technology and steering. He
takes the question of transformation and
turns it into a general question of steering –

and not only steering the self but any matter.
Niklas Luhmann writes that steering means:

to reduce the difference between a real and a
preferred state of specific variables (for example,
the rate of unemployment) (…) But reducing dif-
ferences always requires producing differences.
(Luhmann, 1990, p. 228; italics in original)

A social steering technology establishes and
seeks to reduce the differences between an
actual and a desired condition. It may be the
difference between the actual and desired
level of pollution, the actual and desired per-
centage of women in politics, the actual and
desired level of young people taking an edu-
cation – and it may be differences in relation
to the individual and that individual’s self-re-
lationship, the variance constituted by a
present physical or psychological state or
similar. Both Foucault and Luhmann under-
lines that every technology bears in it selec-
tions and suppositions regarding causes and
effects, and they both point to the fact that a
technology consists of techniques, activities,
operations. Drawing Foucault and Luhmann
together, and with inspiration from (An-
dersen & Thygesen, 2004, p. 14) I will de-
fine a social steering technology as:

a routine and thereby repeatable organization of
social relations with an inherent purpose and a
delimited range of suppositions concerning causal
relations.

A social steering technology has an inherent
range of suppositions concerning causal rela-
tions, such as the possible explanations for un-
employment and accompanying assumptions
of which meaningful actions may be taken to
overcome it, the possible relations between
self, self-understanding and wisdom etc. Fur-
thermore, a social steering technology in-
volves certain routines and is thus marked by
repeatability. For instance, school-home con-
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sultations, team meetings and employee-de-
velopment meetings all make use of prepara-
tion forms, follow a set schedule, involve a
certain distribution of roles, etc.

Based on this definition of social steering
technologies, it is possible to investigate the
family class by answering the following types
of questions: What routines and techniques
does the family class involve, e.g. with regard
to interviewing techniques, participants,
schedules? What assumptions regarding
causal relations are embedded in the tech-
nology? – including: What constitutes the
possible problems and solutions in the family
class? What variance(s) is/are defined and
sought overcome with the family class?

My second theoretical concept is the con-
cept boundary object. It is taken from Susan
Leigh Star and James R. Griemer (1989) who
do an analysis on Berkeleys Museum of Ver-
tebrate Zoology in which both heterogeneity
and cooperation are central issues. Star and
Griemer (1989) show how there were poten-
tially conflicting sets of concerns between
several groups of actors: amateurs, profession-
als, animals, bureaucrats, ‘mercenaries’ – who
succeeded in crafting a coherent problem-
solving enterprise, surviving multiple transla-
tions. And they use the concept of «boundary
object» to understand how these different sets
of concerns could meet:

But the protocols are not simply the imposition of
one world’s vision on the rest; if they are, they are
sure to fail. Rather, boundary objects act as an-
chors or bridges, however temporary. (Star &
Griemer 1989, p. 414)

The boundary object is an object that is ca-
pable of serving different purposes depend-
ing on the point of view, while retaining its
identity despite the different understandings
of its function. 

The central analytical question raised by
Star and Griemer, which I can repeat in my

study of the family class, is: «how do hetero-
geneity and cooperation coexist, and with
what consequences for managing informa-
tion?» (Star & Griemer, 1989, p. 414)

An example from a Danish 
Folkeskole

To give an example of how the family class
has been adopted in a Danish context, I will
now give a description of the specific family
class which I have studied6. This family class
met in a small classroom at the school, which
was equipped with a kitchenette, candles,
potted plants, 6 two-person desks with two
chairs each, a sofa and a notice board. The
two family class teachers came from a nearby
special school. One was an educationist and
a trained family therapist, and the other was
a school teacher who had also taken various
courses in family therapy. This family class
could accommodate 6 children. During my
observation period there were 4 children in
the class. Two other pupils had stopped re-
cently. The four pupils attending the class
were all boys, between second and sixth
grade. The boys were accompanied by an
adult family member, typically their mo-
thers, but sometimes also a father, grand-
mother or uncle. Some of the family mem-
bers were unemployed, one had a flexible
work schedule, while others had to send an-
other member of the family to the class.

The family class met once a week for the
morning lessons. During the rest of the week
the children would attend their normal class-
es. The family class programme stretched
over a period of six months. During the first
two lessons of the family class, the children
would work on their own school assign-
ments, such as their homework. Here the
parents would help and support their chil-
dren, with the guidance of the family class
teachers. Thus, each child would be seated
together with his mother – in one case it was
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the grandmother – while working on his
math problems or other exercises. Whenever
the child experienced problems, the mother
or grandmother would then have to help
him out. If the mother or grandmother ex-
perienced any problems, she could ask the
family class teachers for help. The purpose of
such procedures is to raise the parents’
awareness of how they can assist their child
in becoming a better pupil, but also to give
them an insight into the actual problems that
their child is experiencing. 

Each pupil would work with three indivi-
dually defined goals at a time. The goals had
to be measurable, obtainable and concrete.
The pupil had to be able to practice on and
achieve these goals. The goals were listed on a

weekly score chart, where all the pupil’s
teachers had to give the pupil a score between
1 and 4, for each of the goals and for every les-
son. The teachers were also able to add a writ-
ten comment, for instance to indicate if the
class had been on a field trip and that a score
could therefore not be given on that occasion.
For the family class lessons, it was the parents
who had to fill in the score chart. The child
had to bring the score chart home every day
and assess it with his parents. From the con-
versations I witnessed, it appears that there
were days where the score chart was not
assessed in this way, either because the score
chart just stayed in the school bag, or because
the teachers had forgotten to fill it in.

Figure 1. The score chart.
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During lesson 3 of the family class, the par-
ticipants would evaluate the goals. The child
had to read his goals out loud, after which
the family class teachers would ask him if he
had any specific observations to make. This
could for instance be in relation to days with
particularly low or high scores, big variances,
problems occurring at specific times in the
week or in connection with specific tea-
chers, etc. The family class teachers empha-
sized the importance of using the scores as an
occasion to engage in a conversation that was
based on something concrete. The discus-
sion could also be broadened, so that the
other children and parents could participate. 

Once a month the family class held a par-
ents’ round during lesson 4. The parents
were seated on chairs forming a circle in the
middle of the room, talking with each other
and the family class teachers, assessing the
progress made in the previous weeks. The
parents did not have goals formulated in
writing as the pupils did, but were neverthe-
less encouraged to work with themselves and
their relations to their children. Here is an
example of an exchange between one of the
family class teachers and a mother:

The family class teacher: «How are you getting along
with your new way of interacting with your child?»
[i.e. setting boundaries and being consistent, HK].

The mother : «It’s going better. I’m becoming
more and more conscious of it. It has almost be-
come a sport. (Addressing another mother : It
was a shame that we didn’t pursue it, when they
didn’t stay in the sofa as we had agreed.) He [the
boy] reacts faster. I enjoyed the assignment we
were given on boundaries: What boundaries they
thought others expected of them. We talked
quite a bit about that. For instance that he shouldn’t
stall, when he was asked to do something. He
knows that he could improve in that regard.»

This mother accepts the subject position she
is offered as mother in the family class. It is a

subject position which takes its point of de-
parture in a personal weakness, as the mother
has difficulties in assuming authority over her
child, but which also implies that the person is
able to become empowered. In it’s self de-
scription the family class is a liberating and
empowering method. But empowerment is
also power because it offers the subject posi-
tion: «weak person in need of help to become
strong». I can illustrate how this is power by
giving an example of one who did not accept
the offered subject position. The family class
teachers told me about an uncle, whom I un-
fortunately did not meet. He turned up for
the family class, standing in for a mother,
dressed in a suit and carrying a briefcase. He
did not see himself as a weak person in need
of help to become empowered – on the con-
trary, he began to praise the family class teach-
ers for their professionalism. The family class
teachers did not quite know how to handle
his comments and direct way of approaching
them, just as his unwillingness to see himself
as powerless posed a challenge in terms of
how they could address him. (See Cruick-
shank, 1999, for an analysis of empowerment
as a form of power that presupposes that the
empowered person is initially powerless). 

In the family class the goals for each of
the six children were posted on the notice
board. The goals which had been achieved
were still displayed, but were marked with a
flag. Next to the notice board there was a
whiteboard with pyramid-shaped diagrams.
The diagrams consisted of horizontal and
vertical lines, so that each pyramid-shape
contained 32 cells. Some of these cells had
been filled in with a marker. And above
some of the pyramids there were headings
such as ’present’ , ’trip to the shopping cen-
tre’ etc., denoting the type of rewards that
the children would get from their parents
once all the cells had been filled in. Each
time a child scored a 4, a cell would be com-
pleted. 
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Once a child had scored 80 percent 3’s and
4’s in relation to a defined goal, he had ful-
filled the criteria for being a good pupil in
relation to that goal, at which point new
goals would be arranged. The goal would be
checked as ‘achieved’ on the board, and
everybody would applaud and celebrate the
achievement with cinnamon rolls. After this,
a new goal would be set up. The arrange-
ment of such goals takes place through a ne-
gotiation involving one of the child’s teac-
hers, the child itself and his mother (or
another adult family member), and with the
family class teacher acting as a mediator.

Both in the interviews and the evaluation
of the family class, it was emphasized that the
formulated goals must be sufficiently con-
crete, positive and measurable, so that the
child will be able to achieve them within a
short period of time (a period of 4–6 weeks
is mentioned in one instance), and thereby
ending up believing in the possibility of
change. 

In an interview with the family class
teachers: «If you practice on various smaller
goals, where the possibility of success is rela-
tively high…then of course that leads to a
certain amount of hope and motivation.»
Thus the ambition in relation to the child is

that it must regain its belief in the possibility
of change. In this respect the family class
conforms to the ideas of the Marlborough
school: The goals must be positively formu-
lated goals that lead to a belief in the attain-
ability of change. And in addition to this the
child’s performance in relation to the goals
must be measured, so that the child may see
a direct connection between his/her own in-
creasingly positive behavior and the increas-
ingly positive reactions of his/her peers and
the teachers.

The family class: one thing and at the same 
time different things
As mentioned earlier, and as appears from
the various interviews and written consulta-
tion documents, when seen from the per-
spective of the family class teacher, the fa-
mily class constitutes a technology for turn-
ing destructive relations, particularly within
the family but also within the class, into con-
structive relations by giving the children and
parents a better understanding of how their
behavior and ways of communicating have
implications for the reactions they get. With
respect to the relations between parents and
child, it is especially important that the pa-
rents assume the authority and take their part
of the responsibility for the child’s behavior
in school. From being indifferent about the
school, and perhaps even talking about it in
negative terms, the parents must be made
aware that it is important how they talk
about the school at home. From not being
conscious of the importance of their own
role, they must be taught that the way in
which they manage – or fail to manage – to
set boundaries for their child will have a di-
rect bearing on how the child is able to cope
with adults telling him what to do in school.
The family class is also a technology for de-
veloping the child’s self-image – from one of
not understanding the implications of one’s
own actions and not believing that improve-

Figure 2. Pyramid-shaped diagram from the white-
board in the family class.
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ments can be made, to one of understanding
and believing in improvements and having
some knowledge of what it takes to bring
about such improvements. 

Generally speaking, the work in the fam-
ily class is based on the premise that there are
destructive relations, unwanted behavior,
negative descriptions and a disclaiming of re-
sponsibility – and that all this may be turned
into constructive relations, desired behavior,
motivating descriptions and a taking of re-
sponsibility. Everybody’s perception of the
mutual relations is relevant, no one has a
monopoly of the true experience of things,
and no one has a right to put the other par-
ticipants down. In addition to this, signing
their child and family up for the family class
is voluntary for the parents. The atmosphere
is marked by positive thinking and praise;
there are no negative sanctions and no
threats. The family class is a refuge, where
there is room for the necessary amount of
openness about one’s own insecurities and
room for self-exposure. There is no horizon
of exclusion, everybody is ’in’ and expulsion
is not an option. The fact that some teachers
perceive of the family class as a possible step
towards exclusion from the school is some-
thing which the family class teachers look
upon with dislike and mild contempt. 

From the perspective of the headmaster,
however, things are looking quite different.
In the evaluation of the family class the
school principal stressed, among other
things, that the family class can be used as a
decision-making tool, when having to con-
sider what to do with the problematic chil-
dren: 

It was a piece in the puzzle of finding out what
might be a good future for him – and it helped us
to reach the conclusion that it had to be now.
(The school principal, at the evaluation)

According to its self-description, the family
class is a refuge with room for everyone,
where the possibility of exclusion is not
present. But for the school principal the
family class seems to have a clear purpose in
relation to questions of in- and exclusion. It
constitutes a tool for clarification. In other
words, to the principal the family class is a
technology for finding out whether expul-
sion of the child can be avoided. Once the
pupil has attended the family class, there is a
better basis for deciding whether the pupil
can be retained in the school, possibly with
the aid of other special support measures, or
if he or she should be excluded. From the
point of view of the school, a pupil who dis-
rupts a teaching situation – through noisy or
violent behavior, by disrupting other pupils,
disconnecting the computer while others are
working on it, etc. – renders himself poten-
tially irrelevant to the teacher’s communica-
tion (Luhmann, 2002, p. 124). Using the
family class as a temporary arrangement be-
comes the school principal’s basis for assess-
ing whether the pupil can stay in the school,
possibly in an ’inner outside’ (Foucault,
1992), for instance with the aid of a psycho-
logist, by putting him in a special class or
giving him special assistance in his own class,
etc. In this context it can be rather compli-
cated to uphold the principles that family
class participation must be optional for the
parents and that the family class must allow
for an openness about one’s own insecurities.

To see the family class as a decision-ma-
king tool in relation to the possible expul-
sion of the pupil does not in any way corre-
spond to the self-description of the family
class. Sanctions, negative descriptions or
threats of exclusion are not part of the con-
cept. But when the school principal is in-
volved, for instance in the evaluation of the
family class, the whole exercise takes on the
appearance of a screening process: Either the
family class has contributed to ensuring the
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pupil’s future as a normal pupil in the class,
or it has shown that the pupil should be ex-
cluded or be given special support. The de-
cision is in the hands of the principal.

What, then, does the family class repre-
sent from the perspective of the school
teachers? When interviewing the principal
of the school with which the family class I
examined was affiliated, I pointed out that
she assumed a big responsibility by ruling
what was right and wrong and deciding
what the next step of action should be in a
considerable number of cases. In response to
this she noted that she felt that her responsi-
bility was to attend to the school’s interests.
And in relation to how she prioritized her
efforts, she said: «When the teachers break
down in front of me, when they tell me that
they cry and throw up when they get home
from work, then that really gets to me.» 

I wonder if the teachers do not see it as
their primary responsibility to teach, rather
than ‘attending to the school’s interests’? To
ensure that education can take place in the
classroom? And in this context some children
will experience disturbances. The class repre-
sents a unity. If there is one pupil who
renders the teaching of the class impossible,
or at least causes disturbance, then that pupil
must change his or her behavior or be re-
moved from the class. Children are singled
out for the family class if they disrupt the class
teaching, and therefore need to be removed
from the classroom or have their behavior
corrected. According to this train of logic,
being five minutes late for class is not much
better than being fifteen minutes late, as it is
still disruptive to the teaching. The family
class teachers complain because the teachers
tend to only use 1 or 4 in the score chard and
not recognize the small improvement by giv-
ing 2 or 3. But if the difference that the
teachers are using is disrupting/not disrupt-
ing it makes sense to only use 1 and 4 recog-
nizing the pupil as either disrupting or not.

From the school teachers’ point of view,
the most important role of the family class is
to help to ensure that the teaching in the class
can take place without any disturbances.

The parents may adopt various perspec-
tives on the role of the family class: They can
either accept the offer of the family class to
develop their own relations to their child. Or
they may see the family class as a means to
ensure their child’s continued inclusion in
the school. In relation to the latter perspec-
tive, it is not given that the self-description
of the family class as an optional offer is
shared by the parents. Because what is the al-
ternative to accepting the offer? That your
child must be taken out of the school and
placed in a special school?

Thus, it is my claim that the family class
represents at least three things at the same
time: According to the description of the
family class teachers, (i) it represents a tech-
nology for empowerment and self-develop-
ment of the parents and the child (as well as
of the school teachers). (ii) To the school
teachers it constitutes a technology for en-
suring that the teaching in the classroom can
be carried out, and (iii) to the school princi-
pal it offers a basis of decision for determi-
ning whether the child must be in- or exclu-
ded. 

What happens in situations 
where the principal and the 
family class teachers seek to 
engage in a dialogue?

Thus, according to my description the fam-
ily class represents several things at the same
time. This makes it potentially ambiguous
what is at play when the family class, the
school teachers and the principal are all gath-
ered at the same time. My hypothesis is that
it is as a consequence of this ambiguity that
the sixth grade boy in the following example
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reacts alternately by joining in and opting
out of an evaluation of how much he has de-
veloped during his stay in the family class.

The participants in the evaluation are:
Anthon from sixth grade, his mother, the
family class teacher, a teacher from the
school and the principal:

The family class teacher: «Okay, we’re all
here. You might take over (principal’s name),
since you’ve just been here.»

Anthon: «I don’t know anything.»
The family class teacher: «Anthon, what’s

the biggest success?»
Anthon: «That I’m doing better in

school.»
The family class teacher: «How can you

tell?»
Anthon: «I’m not being scolded as much

as I used to.»
The mother: «I can see that he is develop-

ing. There is more focus on the difficult
things. (…) The demands to the parents are
more concrete. And because of this I’m also
more focused on him …

The family class teacher: (principal’s
name)?

The principal: «I don’t see it as much.
But, Anthon, you do have more control over
the things you do. I see a different Anthon
who is more in control. I’m not involved in
any conflicts that revolve around you. That’s
a really good sign, there was only a minor in-
cident involving a broom the other day. And
seeing you down here warms my heart. It’s
good to have your wonderful, calm mother
here.» (mother smiles)

The family class teacher: «How can we
improve things beyond this?»

Anthon: «If I pull myself together even
more.»

The family class teacher to the mother:
«And you?»

The mother: «I need to react faster – to
make my point more clearly. That also helps
Anthon, so he knows when to stop. ... 

The family class teacher: «Anthon?»
Anthon: «I don’t know. I’m not qualified

to say.»
In my opinion, Anthon’s statement «I’m

not qualified to say» point to the level of am-
biguity that pervades the communication
situation, indicating a certain level of confu-
sion as to whether the evaluation should be
seen as part of the principal’s decision pro-
cess, or if it is part of an assessment of how
things can be improved in relation to An-
thon’s continued attendance at the school.
«I’m not qualified to say» is Anthon’s re-
sponse to the invitation to offer an opinion
on how things may be further improved. 

Within the framework of the family class,
the whole point is that no one is more qua-
lified to interpret and express their opinion
than the others. Everyone is considered an
expert, but Anthon declines to accept this
premise. He makes this statement right after
the principal has said: «I see a different An-
thon», and maybe it should be seen as a reac-
tion to this? If the principal offers a descrip-
tion of him, maybe there is no reason for
him to do the same? Maybe the principal
owns the right to describe and make assess-
ments after all? 

Later on in the conversation Anthon says:
«Is there a score below 0?», as a reply to the
question of how worried he thinks the adults
have been for him on a scale from 1 to 10.
This is another «no thank you» on his part to
participate. Anthon is encouraged to look at
himself through the eyes of the adults, as
someone who has to change from having a
‘worrying’ behavior to one that is desirable.
He declines to confirm the description of
himself as someone whose behavior is wor-
rying, and thereby as someone who needs to
change his behavior. 

Within the framework of the family class,
all the involved parties should take part in
the setting up of goals, whereas in a conven-
tional school context, the distinctions be-
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tween normal and deviating behavior are
given, and it is the teachers/principal who
have the jurisdiction. Finally, towards the
end of this excerpt Anthon exclaims: «Look
at that bird!», and points at a wagtail that is
perched on a rooftop outside the window.
Maybe the significance of this statement is:
«You just keep talking anyway, and even
though you ask for my opinion, it is the
principal who makes the final decision in the
end». 

If my description of the family class as be-
ing several technologies at the same time is
correct, what, then, is it that ensures its con-
tinued existence? And what is it about the
family class that has made it such a success,
having been adopted by so many municipa-
lities in Denmark over such a short period of
time? As previously mentioned, my conclu-
sion is that its success is partly due to its ca-
pacity to be both robust and flexible. Espe-
cially the score chart functions as a «bound-
ary object»; an object that is capable of
serving different purposes depending on the
point of view, while retaining its identity de-
spite the different understandings of its func-
tion (Star & Greimer, 1989).

The score chart as boundary 
object

With its three goals and four possible scores,
the score chart represents a central tool in
the family class. The child/pupil carries this
score chart along to each class he/she attends
(and thereby passes it on from one teacher to
the other) and brings it home from school,
just as it is the score chart which forms the
basis of the reflections made in the family
class. Assessing and measuring the chil-
dren’s/pupils’ performance is a perfectly
normal exercise in the context of the school.
Thus, to award the child a score from 1 to 4
makes immediate sense, also to the teachers.
As one family class teacher noted:

The concept itself of measuring the children’s
performance is incredibly easy to adopt. But un-
less you have some experience with family thera-
py, it can become just another way of putting
down the kids. (Interview with family class teach-
ers)

But the score system plays another role in the
family class than it does in connection with
the teacher-pupil relations. In the family
class the score chart provides the basis for re-
flection and dialogue. It is imperative that
the teachers award a score that corresponds
directly to the pupil’s behavior, so that the
basis of the pupil’s reflections is as true and
fair as possible. The score must be a factual
input, so that the pupil can relate to the
assessment and possibly take any necessary
consequences of it. The teacher must not
give the pupil a score based on any underly-
ing pedagogical intensions, such as awarding
a high score to motivate the pupil, even
though that score does not reflect the pupil’s
actual behavior. 

Similarly, the teacher must not give the
pupil an undeservedly low score in one area,
because the pupil has not behaved properly
in another. According to the family class
teachers, there is a tendency among the
school teachers to do this when assessing the
children, as they seem to have difficulties in
focusing exclusively on the individually de-
fined goals, rather than on the pupil’s general
behavior. «The concept of measuring the
children’s performance is incredibly easy to
adopt», but to ensure that the assessment can
be used as a springboard for reflection and
discussion, thereby ensuring the pupil’s self-
development, requires family-therapeutic
experience. If you look at the score chart
from the perspective of the school principal,
the scores become part of the basis for deci-
ding whether the pupil should stay in the
school or be given another offer of educa-
tion. In this way the scores becomes a reflec-
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tion of the pupil’s potential for development.
From this point of view, there are no reasons
for interpreting any variations in the scores
given on the same day, or from one subject
to another – instead, it is the overall picture
that is of interest, to help sorting the pupils
in the family class. 

Conclusion

With Foucault the family class can be re-
garded as a self technology. It offers the child
and the parent the special subject position
«weak person in need of help to become
strong», and it invites the parents to reflect
on themselves as someone in lack of autho-
rity and someone who should see themselves
as responsible regarding their child’s behavior
in school. In it’s self description the family
class is a liberating empowerment technolo-
gy. But as Foucault (1997) and Cruickshank
(1999) show, empowerment also is power,
meaning the special form of power where
the individual is being positioned as some-
one powerless and wishing to become em-
powered – by help from the professionals. So
the family class could be analysed from a
governmentality perspective. 

In my analysis I also regard the family class
from a steering technology perspective with
inspiration from Luhmann. Hereby it is pos-
sible to show that the family class is not only
a powerful governmentality technology but
several technologies at the same time. To the
teachers it is a tool to safe guard the disci-
pline in the classroom. And when it comes
to the school principal’s office, the family
class turns into a decision-making tool in re-
lation to the possible expulsion of the pupil.
This does not in any way correspond to the
self-description of the family class. Sanc-
tions, negative descriptions or threats of ex-
clusion are not part of the concept. But
when the school principal is involved, for in-
stance in the evaluation of the family class,

the whole exercise takes on the appearance
of a screening process. This ambiguity means
that the communication to families partici-
pating is characterized by double bind com-
munication such as «The family class consti-
tutes a safe environment for personal deve-
lopment on the pupil’s own terms – until the
principal finds that the improvements made
by the pupil are inadequate.»

In the last part of my analyses I use the
concept «boundary object» to explain how
the family class can at the same time be the
meeting point for the different points of
view of the teachers, the headmaster, the
parents and the family class teachers. I show
how the score chart, which constitutes a
central technique in relation to the family
class, is both robust, as it constitutes a con-
crete and unambiguous tool, and flexible at
the same time, as it may have different impli-
cations for the various parties involved. It is
open whether the score chart is a tool used
by the school to assess the pupil’s progress, a
decision-making tool for determining
whether he or she should be excluded or re-
tained, or a tool to help the child engage in
reflection and self-development. 

The family class is an ambiguous and
heterogeneous technology, hold together by
boundary objects such as the score chart.
The family class is also in movement. There
are various ways in which municipalities and
schools are working with and developing the
concept. It is going to be interesting to fol-
low the development of this ambitious and
powerful betwixt and between. 

Notes

1 For a further discussion of the discursive
articulation of the family’s responsibilities in
relation to the schooling system in Denmark
over the last 100 years, see Knudsen (2009).
For analyses of the national conceptions of
the school-family relationship in Sweden
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between 1930–1970 and 1970–1978 see
Persson (1996, 1998).
2 The Folkeskole is the public school system
which covers the entire period of compul-
sory education in Denmark, that is, primary
and lower secondary education. The schools
are regulated by the Danish Folkeskole Act
and are financed and administered by the
municipalities.
3 It is not just in Denmark that the relations
between parents and schools are being rede-
fined. In Britain parenting programmes were
introduced in 2004, which involve a wide
range of different methods:

to help parents address their child’s miss-behavior
as part of an overall parenting intervention. These
include cognitive behavior therapy, mentoring,
parenting advice, individual family based therapy,
functional family therapy, solution focused the-
rapy, family group conferencing, and group based
programmes. Guidance. Para 2.3. (Vincent-Jones,
2006, p. 258) 

The above quotation is taken from the
guidelines laid down by the Home Office/
Department of Constitutional Affairs/Youth
Justice Board: «Parenting Contracts and
Orders Guidance», February 2004). The
extent to which conceptions of partnership,
mutual contracts and empowerment of the
family in relation to the school may have
resulted in the introduction of new methods
in the other Nordic countries is beyond the
scope of my investigation.
4 In Norway researchers like Thomas Nor-
dahl (e.g. 2008) and Terje Overland (e.g.
2007) work with similar descriptions of
problems as being relationally conditioned.
5 There is a growing tendency to hold citi-
zens responsible, especially through con-
tracts or quasi-contractual relations, and not
just in connection with the relations
between homes and schools but in a wide
range of areas. See Andersen (2003) for ana-

lyses of the special kind of power that could
be called ‘duty to freedom’ where the state
seeks to govern on the citizens’ relationship
to themselves.
6 The empirical material comes from
observations over two days in the family
class, and observations in different kinds of
meetings in the school where the family class
took place. These observations took place
over a period of five months. I have also
interviewed the two family class teachers,
the headmaster, school teachers, and the
man who ‘imported’ the concept to Den-
mark. Besides this I have used relevant writ-
ten material, e.g. the political documents
from the municipality of this school, and the
book that the family class teachers pointed to
as their main source of inspiration.
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