IFN Working Paper No. 1432, 2022

The View of Knowledge: An Institutional Theory
of Differences in Educational Quality
Magnus Henrekson and Johan Wennström

Research Institute of Industrial Economics
P.O. Box 55665
SE-102 15 Stockholm, Sweden
info@ifn.se
www.ifn.se

The View of Knowledge:
An Institutional Theory of Differences in Educational
Quality †
Magnus Henrekson* and Johan Wennström**
June 18, 2022

Abstract: This essay argues that the most crucial institution of any school
system is its view of knowledge—from which virtually all other aspects of
a school are derived: the content of its curricula, its pedagogical practices,
and the incentives that motivate its members. To make this case, we outline
the two main conflicting views of knowledge, the classical view and the
postmodern social constructivist view. According to the classical view, the
purpose of schooling is to give students objective knowledge and skills that
they cannot acquire in any way other than through hierarchical instruction
in well-defined disciplines. The social constructivist view rejects the
existence of objective knowledge. This rejection translates to a preference
for student-directed pedagogy, the mixing of instructional fields, and an
emphasis on developing general critical thinking skills rather than on
acquiring domain-specific knowledge. Using the history of education in
Sweden as an example, our analysis suggests that the recent decline in
educational quality in the Western democracies can be remedied by a
paradigm shift in the governing view of knowledge toward the classical
view.
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In all developed countries, children are required to attend school until they have
reached the age of about fifteen. This requirement is justified because basic schooling
is beneficial not only to the individual, but also to societal development. Indeed, an
educated population is a necessary condition for a wide range of key modern values
and institutions that benefit people at large, including democracy, human rights,
technological innovation, and economic growth.1 Hence, education may be seen as a
public good, comparable to an orderly judicial system, mass transportation, and a robust
national defense. Yet it is not simply the number of years that children spend in a school
system that produces the many benefits associated with education. Naturally, students
may spend many years in school without contributing to the common good. The crucial
factor is rather the quality of the education they receive—or, put in other terms, the
ability of a school system to impart knowledge and skills.2
If a quality education is a cornerstone of the good society, however—especially a
democratic society—then democracy has recently been presented with many troubling
signs. As of 2018, for instance, China ranked first in the PISA global assessment of
reading ability and mathematics and science proficiency, and the so-called benign
dictatorship of Singapore ranked second. The United States, meanwhile, ranked only
twenty-fifth. Several other Western countries have also experienced deteriorating
educational performance, as measured by PISA scores and comparable international
tests, in recent years. This apparent decline in educational quality raises the specter that
democratic societies may stagnate while China and similar dictatorial, or quasidictatorial, states build on their educational prowess to advance their social vision.
What accounts for the shortcomings of education in Western democracies? In this
essay, we argue that the single most important institution for the functioning and
development of any school system is its view of knowledge.3 We define “view of
knowledge” in terms of the Polish philosopher Ludwik Fleck’s (1979 [1935]) concept
of “thought style,” which inspired the U.S. historian of science Thomas Kuhn’s (1962)
concept of “paradigm.” Thought styles are manners of thinking that link the members
of a particular social unit—a “thought collective,” in Fleck’s terminology—and
determine how they interpret phenomena relevant to their interests. We regard views of
knowledge as thought styles that shape how individuals who belong to different thought
collectives within the field of education—scholars, pedagogues, and policymakers—
understand what knowledge is and what formal schooling can and should do to help
students acquire it.
The view of knowledge, whether stipulated or merely implicit, is the fundamental
institution of the educational system, and this is where scholars and policymakers

1

See McMahon (2010) for an exhaustive list of the benefits of education.
For evidence, see Ch. 3 in Henrekson and Wennström (2022) and the references therein.
3
Laws, regulations, norms, and other formal and informal institutions affect and incentivize individual
behavior and human interaction (Acemoglu, Robinson, and Johnson 2005, Schotter 2008). Thus, to
understand how and why a particular outcome has come about in an area of study, one must identify the
most relevant institutions and how they affect agents’ incentives. This is no less true for education.
2

2

should look to understand the success or failure of schools, rather than to indirect and
ultimately less significant factors, such as the attractiveness of the teaching profession.
In the first two sections of this essay, we outline the main conflicting views of
knowledge in terms of ideal types.4 During the period of educational modernization in
the West and in Japan from the mid-1800s and onwards it was taken as a given that
objective knowledge specific to various fields exists, that it is accessible through
systematic study directed by competent teachers, and that it serves as a precondition for
the development of important skills. We call this the “classical” view of knowledge,
though it is consistent with modern scientific research. It is still predominantly accepted
in Asian societies. Many school systems in the West have come to adopt another view,
which considers knowledge claims to be subjective and ultimately nontransferable from
teacher to student. The emphasis is, therefore, on self-directed learning of content that
students themselves deem relevant to their schooling and training in critical thinking, a
skill that is assumed to be generic in nature and divorced from the acquisition of
domain-specific knowledge. We call this the postmodern social constructivist view of
knowledge.
In the third section of the essay, we take the decline of Sweden’s school system as
a primary example of how a move from one view of knowledge to another affects the
chances of producing high-quality education. The final section considers the
implications of our argument for the future of Western education.

The Classical View of Knowledge
Our species, Homo sapiens, would not have been able to dominate Earth if our innate
ability for learning had not been extraordinary (Henrich 2016). However, if we have
such natural talent for learning, why do we make people spend most of their youth in
classrooms? According to adherents of the classical view of knowledge, there is a
straightforward reason, although it was intuited for a long time rather than clearly
formulated and empirically tested, as is so often the case with human innovation:
Formal education is a technology developed and applied to compensate for what the
human mind is innately able to do only poorly.
One does not need to attend school to learn how to walk, run, play, recognize the
objects and the people one depends on, speak well enough to function within the family
and among close neighbors, or immediately tell how many items there are in a set of up
to four (Henrich 2016). Learning and perfecting such skills is typically done seemingly
effortlessly and found enjoyable by children because they are biologically primary
tasks. In other words, the human brain is designed to spontaneously learn to perform
these tasks. However, learning to master knowledge and skills such as reading and
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In other words, in this essay we refine the two views and by doing so it is inevitable that some nuances
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writing, arithmetic, and science is a very different matter (Pinker 2002). Those kinds of
knowledge and skills are biologically secondary in nature since they are not normally
applied in the everyday life of a child and in any case were discovered only recently in
the history of our species. As a result, an innate talent to acquire them in the same
effortless way has not yet evolved—if it ever will (Geary 2007, 2011).
Attaining biologically secondary knowledge and skills requires deliberate practice,
and since it does not come naturally to human beings, the learning process is not always
pleasurable.5 On the contrary, we learn, for example, a mathematical skill only with
great effort, and we must repeat and repeat this new skill before it can become automatic
and second nature. We can then use it to learn a more advanced skill in the same area,
and so on. In the classical view, the purpose of schools is to provide an arena for the
acquisition of such hard-won, biologically secondary knowledge and skills. As the
Australian educational psychologist John Sweller (2016, 293) writes, “We invented
schools in order to teach biologically secondary knowledge because, unlike primary
knowledge, it is unlikely to be acquired without the functions and procedures found in
educational establishments.”
Particularly important in this context, according to the classical view, is the
teacher’s explicit instruction in the attainment of biologically secondary knowledge and
skills, and his or her encouragement of students to practice with diligence and
perseverance.6 The reason is that humans “have evolved to learn [biologically
secondary information] from others” (Sweller 2016, 300). Since our ability to do so is
a biologically primary skill that is lacking in most other animals, explicit instruction is
considered by far the most natural and efficient teaching method.7 Cognitive load theory
suggests that the alternative model for learning, in which novice students are expected
to find and rehearse biologically secondary information themselves, leads to the
working memory quickly becoming overloaded (Sweller, Ayres, and Kalyuga 2011).
As a result, one summary explains, “focus is lost, the mind wanders, and the task is
abandoned” (Dehn 2014, 497). Disturbance of the working memory can also arise from
perceived threats to safety (Ingvar 2017, Lee, Lee, and Kim 2017), which is why the
classical view of knowledge emphasizes the importance of structure and peace in the
classroom for achieving successful learning outcomes, with the teacher as a social
leader and norm-setter.
The terms knowledge and skills are deliberately combined in this account because,
in the classical view, they are tightly interwoven. This belief is supported by research
showing that skills, in fact, are dependent on domain-specific knowledge. As the U.S.
educationalist E.D. Hirsch (2016, 13), an emblematic exponent of the classical view of
knowledge, notes, “The domain specificity of skills is one of the firmest and most
important determinations of current cognitive science.” Even as basic a skill as reading
5
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comprehension requires domain knowledge, as has been demonstrated by studies
showing that students who are considered “poor readers” on the basis of scores on
reading tests outperform “good readers” in cases where the former happen to have more
knowledge about the subject matter (Recht and Leslie 1988). Interestingly from an
equity point of view, this remains true also when IQ is taken into account (Schneider,
Körkel, and Weinert 1989). The evidence thus suggests that anyone’s reading
comprehension will quickly degenerate when a topic is unfamiliar, regardless of the
text’s complexity (Arya, Hiebert, and Pearson 2011). Consequently, it is logical that
other, more advanced skills, such as problem solving and critical thinking, have also
proven to require large amounts of domain-specific knowledge or even expertise in an
area.8
Against this background, adherents of the classical view of knowledge reason that
the key to developing cross-topic reading comprehension and other vital skills is
having, in Hirsch’s (2016, 81) words, a “well-stocked mind.” Hence, schools should
offer students a broad curriculum. According to the classical view, such a curriculum
should be organized around traditional subject areas. Moreover, it should be detailed
and sequenced in a cumulative manner to ensure that students learn the foundations of
a subject before proceeding to subsequent levels. The design of the curriculum is thus
considered a critical success factor, and research corroborates this notion. A wellthought-out curriculum and high-quality teaching materials, can, in fact, be even more
important to student learning than teacher quality (Whitehurst 2009, Chingos and
Whitehurst 2012).
What underlies the importance given to the curriculum in the classical view of
knowledge is the idea that humanity through scientific inquiry has discovered and
developed a body of knowledge about how the world is constituted and how it works
that young students need to master, or at least have some basic understanding of, if they
are to successfully live in that world. Such knowledge, for example, the rudimentary
principles of physics and biology, is held to be objectively true, given the strength of
the evidence in its favor that scientists have collected by observation and
experimentation, and by formulating and testing different hypotheses.9 By virtue of it
being true, in this sense, that body of knowledge has spread to the point that it has
become shared or, in Hirsch’s (2016) term, “communal.” It is, in other words, taken for
granted that everyone has possession of it. Thus, to be ignorant of communal knowledge
is to be an outsider unable to comprehend, build on, or challenge what others know.
Therefore, schools must, according to the classical view, teach it to every student.
The German-born political philosopher Hannah Arendt (2006, 193) crystallized
this point in her 1954 essay “Crisis in Education” when she stated, “[Education] is
where we decide whether we love our children enough not to expel them from our world
and leave them to their own devices, nor to strike from their hands their chance of
8
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undertaking something new, something unforeseen by us, but to prepare them in
advance for the task of renewing a common world.” The same principle applies not just
to the verifiable facts of the hard sciences and the tools invented to make use of them
(for instance, mathematical methods), but also for communal knowledge that is
enabling for the individual within the national context and essential to cultural identity,
such as language grammar and other culturally shared concepts as well as literature,
history, and geography. Even ethical concepts that the individual can rely on to make
normative judgements are part of this communal knowledge. Without it, adherents of
the classical view argue, students will not be able to fully take part in, and help renew,
the society that they have been born into. As Arendt (2006, 191) observed, “because
[the world] continuously changes its inhabitants, it runs the risk of becoming as mortal
as they. To preserve the world against the mortality of its creators and inhabitants it
must be constantly set right anew.” To fulfill this task, every new generation must be
introduced into the knowledge of the old world.
A completely contradictory view of the nature of knowledge, pedagogy, and
curricular principles has in recent years, however, become much more influential in
Western educational circles. This is the postmodern social constructivist view of
knowledge, to which we turn our attention in the next section.

The Postmodern Social Constructivist View of Knowledge
Postmodernism as a philosophical movement can be understood as “a reaction to and
rejection of modernity,” meaning, not least, its foundation in Enlightenment ideals such
as reason and science (Pluckrose and Lindsay 2020, 22). Postmodern theorists have,
from the late 1960s onwards, claimed that these ideals are not as reliable, valid, and
unbiased as they may seem. On the contrary, they should be regarded as inevitably
partial and highly subjective “metanarratives” (Lyotard [1979] 1986), which in their
(by postmodernism’s perceived) attempt to sweepingly explain the world are
comparable to normative “grand theories” such as Christianity or Marxism. The
“knowledge” and “truths” that the purportedly scientific narratives have produced are,
therefore, not truths at all but rather “dominant discourses” or “regimes of truth”
(Foucault [1970] 2002). In other words, they are nothing but hegemonic ways of
speaking about things.
As the use of such terms suggest, postmodernism believes that what is regarded as
known and true by modern, conventional standards is inextricably linked to power.
Indeed, one of the most significant contributors to postmodern thought, the French
philosopher Michel Foucault (1980), explicitly preferred to refer to knowledge as
“power-knowledge.” The power in this context is perceived to be held and wielded by
what postmodernism considers privileged cultures and groups, principally Western
culture and white, heterosexual men (Lundberg 2020, Pluckrose and Lindsay 2020).
However, these groups’ exercise of power is not done straightforwardly and visibly
from above, postmodernism argues, but quite subtly and insidiously through
language—through assertions of knowledge or through “expectations of civility and
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reasoned discourse, appeals to objective evidence, and even rules of grammar and
syntax” (Pluckrose and Lindsay 2020, 36).
Because of the indirect and nebulous character of this system of oppression,
postmodern theorists claim that we are all unconsciously participating in and
perpetuating it through our habits of speaking and thinking. Hence, according to
postmodernists, the only way to escape and dismantle the system is to scrutinize and
resist the language that is widely accepted as normal, and challenge or, in the French
philosopher Jacques Derrida’s (1976) term, “deconstruct” favored discourses. A key
aspect of this proposed “hermeneutics of suspicion” (Wållgren 2017) is also the
rejection of all established and generally acknowledged boundaries, categories, and
hierarchies, which postmodernism regard, not only as arbitrary and thus illegitimate,
but as operating in the service of power (Hassan 1987, Pluckrose and Lindsay 2020).
The epistemological basis for these beliefs is social constructivism. There are, we
should stress, different varieties of social constructivism. Indeed, as noted in a seminal
article by the U.S. philosopher of education D.C. Phillips (1995), social constructivism
has “many faces.” Yet, for the sake of clarity, it is useful to distinguish broadly between
two main versions: mild and radical social constructivism. The mild version holds, for
instance, that many expressions of human thinking and behavior, such as language,
gestures, and interpretations of different objects and phenomena, are collectively
constructed and influenced by non-universal cultural factors (Berger and Luckmann
1966, Linell 2006). Radical social constructivism, on the other hand, goes so far as to
deny our ability to reach objective truth, and it is this strand that informs—indeed, has
merged with—postmodern theory (Berger 1992, Elder-Vass 2012).
In contrast to both its milder cousin and the classical view of knowledge, radical
social constructivism does not believe that we can come to know how the world is, or
most likely is, constituted through rational reasoning and the empirical, evidence-based
scientific method. The reason is that radical social constructivism, at the very least,
holds that truth claims cannot be measured against an objective reality because such a
reality will always be unknowable due to our inherently partial perspectives. As one
account of this radical epistemology explains, “The scientific method, in particular, is
not seen as a better way of producing and legitimizing knowledge than any other, but
as one cultural approach among many, as corrupted by biased reasoning as any other”
(Pluckrose and Lindsay 2020, 32). However, other interpretations suggest that radical
social constructivism is even more uncompromising than that, positing that objects and
phenomena can, in fact, change depending on the ways in which we think and talk about
them and how we choose to determine knowledge and truth (Linell 2006, Elder-Vass
2012). The conclusion is nevertheless the same, namely, that there are no real truths.
The reliance on radical social constructivist epistemology is what enables
postmodernists to claim, as we have discussed, that the quest to establish knowledge is
nothing more than an attempt to further the power of dominant groups. It also explains
why postmodernists argue that we should question the shared language and concepts of
society, and subvert traditionally understood boundaries, such as the boundary between
the objective and the subjective. Moreover, this radically social constructivist
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epistemological underpinning leads postmodernists to have very specific opinions on
teaching and education.
Perhaps their most elementary and important pedagogical principle is that the
students themselves—not the teacher—should direct the learning process in the
classroom. The reasoning is that because there are no objectively existing facts, there
is no knowledge that can be legitimately transferred from teacher to student. Any
attempt by a teacher to do so would, in effect, be an act of indoctrination and
unwarranted social control,10 as would any effort to correct children’s mistakes or
maintain a structured classroom environment conducive to learning in the classical
sense (Carnell 2000, Herr 2005). Similarly, because there is no way to objectively
measure what students know, traditional assessment and grading practices are
considered to be inherently judgmental and ideological (Kelly 2004).
Instead, the postmodern social constructivist view of knowledge holds, students
must be free to determine their own knowledge and reality, building on personal life
experiences rather than culturally prescribed truths, and find their own ways of studying
as well as monitoring their progress. Students should, in this view, also be encouraged
to independently deconstruct and pick apart dominant discourses in different fields—
science, history, art, etc.—through collaborative verbal discussions and the
development of critical thinking. In contrast to the classical view, critical thinking is
here regarded as a general skill that can be acquired, and indeed exercised, without
possessing domain-specific knowledge, for instance through comparing diverse sources
of information, evaluating arguments, and exposing hidden agendas (Wikforss 2019).
It follows that the postmodern social constructivist view of knowledge does not
recognize the necessity of a detailed curriculum organized around traditional subject
areas that every student is expected to learn in a particular order. On the contrary, all
such curricula are considered biased and oppressive (Kelly 2004, Kincheloe 2008).
Instead, students should be allowed to work with content that is personally meaningful
and interesting to them. In other words, this view has little time for Hirsch’s and
Arendt’s concept of “communal knowledge”; its focus is, perhaps not solely but
primarily, on what the individual subjectively values. To the extent that the postmodern
social constructivist view of knowledge does allow for a curriculum to be used, it should
not be organized along subject lines and in a hierarchical, cumulative way. In line with
postmodernism’s emphasis on blurring boundaries, it should instead aim to transgress
and undermine the conventional demarcations between subjects and break up their
internal structures.11
In summary, the postmodern social constructivist view of knowledge is a complete
negation of the classical view. (In Table 1 we summarize the most important aspects of
For instance, a popular postmodern textbook featured on many university education departments’
reading lists according to Christodoulou (2014), The Curriculum: Theory and Practice (Kelly 2004, 32),
states that “one must see the imposition of any one version of knowledge as a form of social control and
as a threat to all of the major freedoms identified as essential constituents of a free and democratic
society.”
11
Doll’s (1993) concept of a chaotic, “dancing” curriculum is arguably one of the more pronounced
expressions of this idea.
10
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the two opposing views of knowledge and their implications for pedagogical practice.)
In the next section, we will discuss how the postmodern social constructivist view of
knowledge became the dominant thought style of the Swedish school system and what
that has meant for educational quality.
[Table 1 about here]

The Case of Sweden
“By the late 1860s, at the latest,” writes the economic historian Lars G. Sandberg (1979,
230), “Sweden had a system of universal elementary education, and the supporting
structure of teacher-training institutions, in full operation.” It had by this time advanced
from its more primitive roots and become influenced by the pedagogy of the German
19th-century philosopher Johann Friedrich Herbart, who believed that every child had
an inner potential that could be realized through intellectual self-improvement and that
the key to such realization was a structured and teacher-led education focused on
imparting knowledge (Heller-Sahlgren and Sanandaji 2019).
Herbart wanted students not to mechanically follow the teachers’ prescriptions, but
rather to internalize knowledge and learn to apply it by repetition and practice under
the teacher’s instruction and supervision. His teaching ideal closely resembled modern
pedagogical notions about the importance of the teacher, not as an agent of control or a
mere “facilitator of learning,” but as someone who leads the work in the classroom by
virtue of his or her knowledge (Biesta 2017). Such an education, Herbart believed,
would “protect the child from a game of chance—in other words, from random
environmental influences—and develop his or her ability to choose the “beautiful and
good” over the “tasteless and unethical.”12
Herbart’s pedagogy won wide recognition when the German educator Tuiskon
Ziller wrote about it in an influential work (Ziller 1865) and, together with his disciple
Wilhelm Rein, developed it in even more practical and tangible ways. Ziller added the
notion that education must be adapted to the individual student’s level of maturity and
refined Herbart’s thoughts about the planning of lessons. Herbart-Zillerism, as this
educational philosophy came to be known, thus proposed five formal stages associated
with teaching: (1) preparation—a process of arousing students’ interest in a topic; (2)
presentation—presenting new material in a concrete manner and rehearsing it with
students; (3) association—through comparison and contrast with previously acquired
knowledge; (4) generalization—a procedure especially important to the instruction of
older students and designed to permit more abstract comprehension; and (5)
application—using acquired knowledge so that it becomes part of the functional mind.
“In this manner,” Rein wrote, “a child’s acquired idea may be so developed, so welded
together in firm, systematic, comprehensive association, that all his knowledge
becomes a reliable, personal possession.”13

12
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Herbart-Zillerism was keenly embraced in countries that in the years leading up to
the First World War would become the scientifically and technologically most
advanced societies, including Germany, (then-feudal) Japan, the United Kingdom, and
the United States.14 In another such ascendant country, 1860s Sweden, the adoption of
Herbart-Zillerism led to an expectation on teachers to explain and demonstrate what
was taught rather than to have their students merely repeat information without
necessarily understanding it, which had often been the case in preceding decades.
According to a vast number of preserved recollections by former students, this was also
how teachers behaved in practice. Indeed, what is common to most students’ accounts
of schooling is that their teachers engaged them with an authoritative and demanding
yet vivid and lively approach from which the students learned knowledge and skills for
a lifetime (Hall 1941). Considerable value was also placed on the inculcation of
noncognitive skills such as attentiveness, conscientiousness, honesty, reliability, and
perseverance (Andersson 1986).
Still in the last decades of the 1800s and even after the turn of the century, HerbartZillerism exerted significant influence over Swedish education. One example of this
continued influence is that Wilhelm Rein was invited to Stockholm in 1895 to give a
series of pedagogical lectures to the Swedish educational establishment. The first truly
national curriculum, which was enacted in 1919 and, remarkably, remained in effect
until 1955, also clearly reflected the Herbart-Zillerist approach by emphasizing genuine
content mastery through teacher-led presentation, repetition, and practice, and by
matching the sequence of topics to the student’s maturity and prior knowledge. The
whole structure of the curriculum was in keeping with Rein’s point, made in one of his
lectures in Stockholm, that “[t]he new thought material must be anticipated by the old,
and the previously imparted knowledge must be retained in order to be able to receive
the new.”15 According to the curriculum (Swedish National Board of Education 1920,
50), the goal of such an instruction- and repetition-based educational process was to
make “the children’s progress apparent to themselves and instill a joy of work.”
It is thus no exaggeration to say that the classical view of knowledge characterized
the Swedish educational system for close to one hundred years. After the Second World
War, however, the legitimacy of teacher-led, instructive pedagogy was openly
questioned by public intellectuals and the governing Social Democrats on the basis of
a gross misinterpretation of the educational policies of National Socialist Germany
(Heller-Sahlgren and Wennström 2022). A radically new school system was deemed
necessary and when it eventually came into existence in the early 1960s, it pushed the
old aim of systematic and rigorous learning of communal knowledge under the
guidance of teachers into the background. The 1946 Schools Commission, whose final
report (SOU 1948:27, 5) laid the foundation for the reformed educational system,
instead wanted to “promote students’ independence and critical thinking, their will to
14
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work and to work independently, their sociality and capacity to co-operate,” and allow
“students to develop activities and initiatives themselves.” Moreover, the Schools
Commission (SOU 1948:27, 148) called for a curriculum that was grounded in students’
everyday experiences, arguing that it was “increasingly obvious how seldom acquired
knowledge can be considered fixed.”
In line with these recommendations, the first national curriculum for the new
school system, enacted in 1962, stressed that schools “should work from norms that the
students accept and rules that they help to develop” (Swedish National Board of
Education 1962, 13). The second curriculum, enacted in 1969, even more explicitly
emphasized that teacher-led instruction was less important than stimulating students’
active role in the learning process. Additionally, it called for a breakup of the structure
and hierarchy of the traditional subject disciplines, suggesting that any subject “could
for some students be given a more concrete and practical content, while other students
could study the subject on a more theoretical level” (Swedish National Board of
Education 1969, 44). All types of knowledge measurement were moreover discouraged.
These policies, which are usually ascribed to a “progressive” philosophy of
education, were the first antecedents of the postmodern social constructivist view of
knowledge. The third curriculum, enacted by a center-right government in 1980, made
a further advance in the postmodern direction. The government bill that proposed the
curriculum harshly criticized the existing differentiation between subjects, arguing that
the natural sciences and technical subjects “cannot be isolated from the social sciences”
and that “traditionally structured content” in physics and chemistry should be
abandoned (Government Bill 1978/79:180, 76). It also stated that “the well-structured
mass of knowledge that has accumulated within different traditional subjects can never
be a starting point for schoolwork.” Instead, the bill called for schoolwork to reflect
“the students’ view of reality,” which it claimed is inherently different from adults’
perception of reality, and build on their curiosity and their questions” (Government Bill
1978/79:180, 80). The curriculum itself stated that both the content of education and
the teaching methods used should be adapted to each student based on his or her
interests since there is “no way of studying that is best for all students” (Swedish
National Board of Education 1980, 52).
The new proposed orientation of Sweden’s school system caused significant
dissatisfaction within the teaching community. As early as the start of the 1970s, many
teachers—including 49 percent of those in the upper grades of elementary school—
wanted to leave the profession (Wennström 2014). Swedish teachers were motivated
by a professional ethos built around imparting classical knowledge to new generations
(Sjöberg 2006); now they were told that teachers were no longer necessary in their longstanding function as persons knowledgeable in their subject matter. Nevertheless,
enough teachers remained in the educational system so that the methods used in
Swedish classrooms changed only marginally during the first decades of the new school
system (Rothstein 2010 [1986], Heller-Sahlgren and Sanandaji 2019).
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In practice, the real transition moment was the early 1990s when almost all older
teachers retired and were replaced by a new generation of teachers,16 who had gone to
modern teacher-training institutions where the practices of their predecessors were
explicitly criticized and no concrete training in how to instruct students was given
(Linderoth 2016). “Student influence” was for the first time also enshrined in law
(Government Bill 1990/91:115). Moreover, a new center-right government enacted a
fourth curriculum in 1994, the radical nature of which demonstrated that the
postmodern view of knowledge had now come to full maturity in the Swedish
educational system.
A committee comprised mostly of pedagogues and staff from the Ministry of
Education who drafted the curriculum stated that “what is knowledge in one place is
not necessarily knowledge in other places” and that “there are no ‘pure’ facts,” only
facts that take on meaning from what we can see or detect (SOU 1994:94, 63–65). In
line with these arguments, the committee suggested that “the selection of facts can vary
locally” and that “not all students everywhere need to work with the same facts to reach
a common understanding” (SOU 1994:94, 77). This proposal was realized in the
curriculum (Swedish National Agency for Education 1994). It did not come to include
a prescribed content to be covered in the form of detailed course syllabi; it merely
established a number of vague goals and objectives. One set of goals consisted of
general aims that “schools should strive for,” for instance, promoting the development
of critical thinking in students. Another set of goals concerned the individual student’s
academic progress, but were limited to “master basic mathematical thinking and can
apply it in everyday life,” or “has deepened knowledge within a few subject areas of
his/her choosing” (Swedish National Agency for Education 1994, 9–10).
There was no suggestion that teachers were expected to help with the second set of
goals by imparting domain-specific knowledge to students. On the contrary, the
teacher’s official responsibilities were all concerned in one way or another with
supporting self-directed learning, and he or she was expected to “assume that students
are able and want to take personal responsibility for their learning and their
schoolwork” (Swedish National Agency for Education 1994, 14). At the same time, the
training of students in diligence, perseverance, and other noncognitive skills, which are
necessary to have any chance of working successfully without instruction, was
abandoned (Hörnqvist 2012).
In contrast to what had happened when new national curricula had been introduced
in previous decades, the teaching methods used in Swedish schools gradually changed.
A 2003 survey asking 9th graders how often they worked individually without
instruction in school found that 50 percent did so several times a day, up from 25
percent in the early 1990s (Swedish National Agency for Education 2004). In
mathematics, 79 percent of students reported doing so during every or almost every
lesson. What emerged from these findings, according to the Swedish National Agency
for Education (2004, 47), was an “image of an increasingly isolated and individualized
According to analysis in the newspaper Dagens Nyheter (2015, 6), the “displacement of teachers
trained before the 1970s should have peaked around 1990.”
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education, in which students are working in isolation from both the teacher and the
other schoolchildren.”
The previous educational system had contributed to a high general level of
education in the population at large and Sweden’s remarkable economic takeoff and
prolonged period of growth during the second half of the 1800s until the mid-1900s
(Sandberg 1979). Since older generations of teachers still adhered to the classical view
of knowledge, the quality of Swedish education continued to be relatively good for a
long time after that school system was dismantled in the 1960s. In fact, when largescale comparative international testing of students’ knowledge began in 1995 with the
first worldwide TIMSS assessment in mathematics and science, Swedish students
performed far above the international average. Notably, they outperformed U.S.
students across the performance distribution. In the first cycle of PISA in 2000, Swedish
students also performed above the international average.17
But then Sweden’s ranking began to decline. For instance, in the TIMSS study,
Swedish average results fell by 56 points between 1995 and 2011, which was the largest
drop among all participating countries. Swedish PISA results also progressively
deteriorated until a low point was reached in the 2012 survey. In each area of PISA,
i.e., reading, mathematics, and science, only three OECD countries performed worse.
Thus, something had happened that significantly and negatively affected educational
quality. We suggest that it was the fading of the long legacy of the traditional
educational culture and the consolidation of the postmodern social constructivist view
of knowledge.

Conclusion
This essay has argued that the most important, yet often the most neglected, institution
of any school system is its view of knowledge. The adopted view of knowledge has
ripple effects on the content of curricula and pedagogical practice, as well as on the
incentives of the various agents involved in the educational system, including students,
parents, teachers, school principals, school owners, the central government, and the
concerned government agencies.
We juxtaposed two very different views of knowledge, with different implications
for formal education. According to the classical view, true and objective knowledge
exists, and it has, by virtue of this fact, become shared or “communal”; to be ignorant
of it therefore is to be an outsider, inept to adequately participate in and contribute to
the development of one’s own society. Several important skills, such as reading and
problem-solving ability, also hinge on the possession of communal knowledge. As it is
unlikely that new generations will simply discover the knowledge that is relevant to
participating in society on their own and spontaneously develop the skills that are
necessary to flourish, the classical view holds that schools should provide teacher-led
education based on a carefully constructed curriculum.
For a further discussion of Sweden’s performance in international assessments, including the most
recent cycles of TIMSS and PISA, see Ch. 3 in Henrekson and Wennström (2022).
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The postmodern, social constructivist view, on the other hand, discards the idea
that scientific enquiry has produced knowledge that is true and that students need to
master. It maintains that truth claims are often manifestations of group interests and
power calculations, which should be deconstructed and revealed. In the context of
schooling, this translates into a rejection of the primacy of the teacher in the learning
process and a preference for student-directed pedagogy, the mixing or breaking up of
perceived arbitrary disciplines in curricula, and an emphasis on developing skills,
critical thinking in particular, which are seen as generic and largely decoupled from
domain-specific knowledge.
Depending on which view of knowledge becomes institutionalized in a country’s
educational system, the system will either produce high-quality education or highly
problematic learning conditions. The Swedish case is a prime example. Between
roughly 1860 and 1960, Sweden had a school system based on the classical view of
knowledge, which laid the foundation for the country’s economic success and put
students on a track for future positions as leading scientists, technicians, and
entrepreneurs. The transition to the postmodern social constructivist view of
knowledge, reaching its zenith in the 1990s, has had profound effects on the quality of
Swedish education. Students’ levels of knowledge have declined substantially across
the ability distribution. As we have argued elsewhere (Henrekson and Wennström
2019, 2022), the adoption of the postmodern social constructivist view of knowledge
also undermined any chance of Sweden’s far-reaching experiment with school vouchers
and for-profit providers in the school system being successful.
Against this background, it is disquieting that the educational systems of many
other Western countries have become increasingly dominated by the postmodern social
constructivist view of knowledge.18 High-quality education is an indispensable tool for
leaving behind magical thinking—the modus operandi of our species for most of its
evolutionary history—and replacing it with rational strategies for navigating our lives
and societies so that we can achieve our goals in accordance with our values. Many
Western nations appear to be forgetting this point, while China and likeminded
countries exploit the classical view of knowledge to achieve their goals.
The implication of our theoretical framework, however, is that problems
concerning educational quality in the West are not intractable. A shift in the stipulated
view of knowledge, primarily by revising national or subnational curricula, has the
potential to yield radical improvement. Correcting the problems in this way is not
18

Consider the United States, where the subject of mathematics has recently become the target of
accusations of being a manifestation of structural racism, and where “social justice curricula” are being
experimented with. Or consider Finland, previously a star in the educational realm, which has
experienced a substantial decline in student performance after advancing toward the postmodern social
constructivist view of knowledge (Heller Sahlgren 2015). Indeed, average Finnish scores in both
mathematics and science fell the most in PISA among Western countries from 2006 to 2018. Other
examples of similar reforms that impacted negatively students’ knowledge include a 1989 postmodern
social constructivist curriculum reform in the French school system (Hirsch 2016) and a transition to a
postmodern social constructivist teaching approach in the Canadian province of Québec in the early
2000s (Haeck, Lefebvre, and Merrigan (2014).
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costly. In fact, investing in the most critical institution of the school system is a free
lunch, if ever there was one.
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Table 1 Contrasting the two views of knowledge and their implications for pedagogical
practice.
The classical view

The postmodern social constructivist view

Knowledge is most efficiently acquired through direct
instruction from a knowledgeable teacher with a
fundamental subject understanding.

Knowledge cannot be transferred from teacher to
student.

The teacher instructs and teaches.

The teacher’s role is primarily that of a coach and
advisor.

The teacher expects the student to do well and
motivates the student to aspire to reach his or her
inherent potential.

The student sets his or her own goals based on his or
her own motivations, interests, and aspirations.

The learning objectives are defined by the course
material.

The student is personally responsible for his or her
knowledge acquisition.

Teacher-centered direct instruction is a core element.

A high share of work is student-directed or in the
form of group assignments.

The purpose of education is to attain a goal such as
mastering a specific subject or topic or acquiring a
certain skill.

Education is a process in which the main focus is
participation, and the teacher is merely one of the
participants.

There are continual formative assessments related to
existing knowledge goals.

There is no clear distinction between formative and
summative assessments.

Studies are primarily organized within disciplinary
boundaries.

Studies are often cross-disciplinary and thematic.

Subject studies are cumulative and successive steps
that expand on previous steps.

Courses are separate and noncumulative.

Textbooks and other structured teaching material are
the primary means for acquiring knowledge and
understanding.

Knowledge is to a great extent acquired through the
students’ own searching through various sources.

Each subject is considered to have a core of
knowledge that students should learn.

Knowledge is considered largely subjective and
linked to each pupil’s experience and motivations.

Grading based on tests measuring knowledge
attainment is feasible as the syllabus consists of
clearly defined content to be mastered.

The view of knowledge is incompatible with grading
based on tests to measure the level of knowledge
attainment.

Objective grading with high external validity is
possible, as the content of the syllabus is well defined
in terms of knowledge and skills.

Grading is based on numerous and differing criteria.

The specific character of each subject is respected.

All subjects contain elements of civics.

Emphasis on the acquisition of corroborated
knowledge deemed to be of great relevance; a greater
focus on reading as a learning method.

An emphasis on discussion and students’ personal
views.

Subject studies are cumulative; the final grade
measures the knowledge level attained at the point
when the study of the subject concludes.

As the learning process per se is primary, each course
must be graded separately.

Student imparted with the knowledge and skills that
give the ability as an adult to make independent
assessments and life choices.

Student should be educated to become a citizen who
holds certain values.
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The classical view

The postmodern social constructivist view

The view is well-suited for exit exams; it does not
matter how the knowledge is acquired.

Exit exams are not compatible with the view.

The principal is a trained teacher with good
The school principal does not need to be a trained
knowledge in his or her subjects and has proven his or teacher or have deep knowledge in any particular
her excellence as a teacher.
subject.

21

