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Abstract
The text proposes an approach to the concepts of educa-
tion, learning and teaching from the design of the school. 
The analysis is located in the area of "pedagogical sci-
ences", and from the "concept of pedagogy" it provides 
an approach that goes beyond criticism to learning, 
developing forms of active resistance and imaginative 
commitment. There are three central elements in this 
exercise: first, to understand pedagogy from the figure 
of the pedagogue; second, to understand the school as 
a particular type of time and in a particular way to meet 
the existential, anthropological and social challenge; 
and third, to understand the pedagogical sciences as  
(experimental) design sciencies of the school.

Key words
Pedagogue, pedagogy, design, school, pedagogical scien-
ces, experimental design science

Resumen 
El texto propone una aproximación a los conceptos 
educación, aprendizaje y enseñanza desde el diseño 
de la escuela. El análisis se sitúa en campo de las Cien-
cias pedagógicas y a partir del concepto de ‘enseñanza’  
propone una mirada que va más allá de la crítica al 
aprendizaje, formulando formas de resistencia activa y 
compromiso imaginativo. Tres elementos son centrales 
en este ejercicio: primero, entender la pedagogía desde 
la figura del pedagogo; segundo, entender la escuela 
como un tipo particular de tiempo y como una manera 
particular para hacer frente al desafío existencial, 
antropológico y social; y tercero, entender las ciencias 
pedagógicas como ciencia de diseño (experimental) de 
la escuela.

Palabras clave
Educación, aprendizaje, escuela, ciencias pedagógicas, 
pedagogía, ciencia de diseño experimental

Resumo
O texto propõe uma abordagem dos conceitos edu-
cação, ensino e aprendizagem desde o design da escola. 
A análise situa-se no campo das Ciências pedagógicas e 
a partir do conceito de ‘ensino’ propõe um olhar para 
além da crítica à aprendizagem formulando formas de 
resistência ativa e de compromisso imaginativo. Três 
elementos são fundamentais nesse exercício: em pri-
meiro lugar, compreender a pedagogia desde a figura 
do pedagogo; em segundo lugar, entender a escola como 
um tipo específico de tempo e como uma forma parti-
cular de enfrentar o desafio existencial, antropológico e 
social; e em terceiro lugar, entender as ciências pedagó-
gicas como a ciência do design (experimental) da escola.

Palavras chave
Educação, aprendizagem, escola, ciências pedagógicas, 
pedagogia, ciência do design experimental.
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00 It is clear that today both at the level of educational 

discourses and of actual educational policies it 
is all about ‘learning’: ‘learning is the nexus’ so 

we can read and since we develop into a ‘learning-
intensive society’ we have to look for ways to maxi-
mize the learning gains and investigate how we can 
do that efficiently and effectively (Miller, 2008, p. ii; 
see also Miller, 2007). It is no surprise, for example, 
that the oecd is increasingly providing ‘frameworks’ 
to influence ‘learning’ which address ‘educational 
effectiveness’ (analysing ‘whether specific resource 
inputs have positive effects on outputs’), ‘educa-
tional efficiency’ (that is, achieving ‘better outputs 
for a given set of resources’ or ‘comparable outputs 
using fewer resources’) and ‘educational sufficiency’ 
(considering ‘necessary conditions for providing 
the affordances most likely to impact on student 
learning’.) This can be summarized as follows: ‘The 
idea behind these concepts is that resource inputs 
[…] are used in educational activities so that they pro-
duce desired outputs for the individual, school and 
community’ (Blackmore et al., 2013, p. 4). This idea 
goes together with the rise of the so-called ‘learning 
sciences.’ According to Wikipedia this is

[…] an interdisciplinary field that works to fur-
ther scientific understanding of learning as well 
as to engage in the design and implementation 
of learning innovations, and the improvement 
of instructional methodologies. Research in the 
learning science traditionally focuses on cognitive-
psychological, social-psychological, and cultural-
psychological foundations of human learning, as 
well as on the design of learning environments. 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Learning_sciences)

This description finds confirmation when the 
International Society of the Learning Sciences states 
that it is “dedicated to the interdisciplinary empirical 
investigation of learning as it exists in real-world set-
tings and to how learning may be facilitated both with 
and without technology” (https://www.isls.org/).

Meanwhile, there are many voices that critically 
address this focus on learning. They not only ques-
tion the implied capitalization, instrumentalization 
or functionalization of learning, but also the need 
and importance of the very notion of learning itself 
for the theory and practice of education (Biesta, 
2006; Blacker, 2013; Simons & Masschelein, 2008a, 
2008b). In this context, we can find the incitement to 
re-emphasize the importance of the notion of teach-
ing and of education itself, but also calls to revaluate 
the notion of ‘study’ (Lewis, 2013). While I am very 
sympathetic to these critical voices, in this short essay 
I want to address this issue proposing to approach 

education, learning, study and teaching from a 
strictly pedagogical point of view, which—as I will 
try to show—means from the viewpoint of designing 
school. I want to insist on the name of ‘pedagogical’ 
sciences since I believe that this is a way not just to 
define a ‘domain’ or appropriate a discipline, but to 
resist the present and its learning regime (instead 
of only criticizing or lamenting it). A way to activate 
the possible and to call for imaginative engagement 
instead of submission to the given definition of a 
state of affairs, even if it is in order to denounce it. It 
might be seen, in a bit of ambiguous way, as part of 
what Deleuze and Guattari called a “pedagogy of the 
concept”, since I want to emphasize the concept of 
‘pedagogy’ itself, trying to create another ‘taste’ of it, 
to create a (different) habit (Stengers, 2005, p. 162; 
see also Peters, 2004). 

I will do this in three brief steps. First, it is sug-
gested that the notion ‘pedagogical’ should be under-
stood starting from the figure of the ‘pedagogue’ and 
the name of ‘pedagogy’ and not from ‘paideia’. It will 
then become clear that the pedagogical has essen-
tially to do with ‘school’ (rather than with teaching), 
and how it does so. Second, it will be indicated how 
we should understand ‘school’ not as an institution 
but as a particular kind of time-space-matter arrange-
ment and as a particular way to deal with an existen-
tial, anthropological and societal challenge. Finally, 
it is suggested that today this very particular way of 
dealing with those challenges is in need of defense. 
Defense does not imply that we have to modernize 
or revolutionize, but to re-invent, that is to re-design 
the school. Pedagogical sciences are, therefore, to be 
conceived as (experimental) design sciences. 

Pedagogy and the pedagogue

In intellectual contexts such as the German,1 Polish, 
Italian or Spanish (including Latin-America), we do 
find terms like Pädagogik or pedagogía and indeed 
sometimes ciencias pedagόgicas, which refer more 
generally to the reflections about education in its 
broadest sense (e.g. including also child-rearing, 
upbringing). In the anglo-saxon world the name 
‘pedagogical sciences’ is rather rarely used in the field 
of education and this is true for the academic context 
(research programs, journals, books, societies, con-
ferences) and the context of education and training 
programs (e.g. the term does not appear on the web-
sites of major universities presenting their graduate 
or post-graduate studies). We rather find ‘educational 

1 Even in the German context, it is rare to find Pädagogische 
Wissenschaften, but we do find Erziehungswissenschaften and 
Pädagogik. 
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sciences’ or ‘instructional sciences’ besides ‘curricu-
lum studies’ and increasingly ‘learning sciences.’ But 
we do find of course the notion of ‘pedagogy’. In this 
case, we can really assent to the observation of the 
popular site Wisegeek, where it reads that

[…] [p]edagogical science is the study of methods 
of teaching and gaining a systematic understanding 
of how the human mind acquires new information. 
This includes elements of the teacher, the student, 
and the overall learning environment that all have 
an impact on the learning process. So as not to be 
confused with the study of teaching science subjects 
itself, pedagogical science is often referred to as 
just pedagogy or instructional theory. The focus of 
pedagogical science is on the teaching of children 
in formal educational settings, but it can also be 
applied to adults as well as informal methods of 
learning for all ages. (http://www.wisegeek.com/
what-is-pedagogical-science.htm)

And concerning the notion of ‘pedagogy’, the 
Oxford Dictionary of English confirms that pedagogy 
means: “the method or practice of teaching, especially 
as an academic subject or theoretical concept”. It does 
most importantly refer to the activities of (school)
teachers.

I cannot do justice here to all the differences and 
nuances in the designation of the field of thought 
and sciences (in its broadest sense) dealing with 
education. However, I do not think that it is mistaken 
to state that in the use of the notion of ‘pedagogy’ 
(‘pedagogical’, ‘pedagogics’, ‘Pädagogik’, ‘paidagogia’, 
‘pedagogica’) there are roughly speaking two fields 
of reference. The most important one seems to be 
teaching (and instruction), the second one, more 
related to the German and Spanish contexts, being 
a reference to the notion of Bildung or ‘cultivation’ 
(going back to the Greek paideia). It makes, of course, 
little sense to oppose or criticize these uses of the 
notion ‘pedagogy’ (etc.). Speech-in-use is not easy to 
police, but I think that, today, it is important to try to 
create another taste of this notion, which might hap-
pen “only with layer after layer of usage.”2 Therefore, 

2 Borrowing a term from Ian Hacking we have also referred to 
this activity as a ‘creative ontology of the educational pres-
ent’ (Simons & Masschelein, 2007). Hacking adds: “With 
new names, new objects come into being. Not quickly. Only 
with usage, only with layer after layer of usage.” (Cf. Hacking 
2002, p. 8.) It aims at the invention of new words and con-
cepts, a new language of education that articulates what is 
at stake today. As such, it is a ‘creative act’ of forming, invent-
ing and fabricating new concepts as well as introducing new 
techniques and practices to govern ourselves in the field of 
education (cf. Deleuze & Guattari, 1994). Within a broader 
perspective, these creative acts can be connected to an ‘ethics 
of de-governmentalization’ and can contribute, more precisely, 

I want to trace back the terms pedagogical and peda-
gogy to the emergence of the Greek paidagogos (and 
paidagogia3) which I think allows activating another 
imaginative dealing with the field of education.

One of the oldest images we have from the paida-
gogos clearly shows that this figure was not at all to 
be identified straightforwardly with the teacher (see 
figure 1). On this image, we can see how teachers are 
engaged with pupils while the pedagogue —typically 
shown with a staff— is sitting in front of one of the 
pupils.

Figure 1 School scene. 480 bce. 
Antikensammlung, Staatliche Museen, 
Berlin, Germany. Source: Art Resource.

This distinction between teacher and pedagogue 
has been repeatedly observed and emphasized (e.g. 
Castle, 1961; Roberts & Steiner, 2010; to name just 
a few). However, it seems to always fall immediately 
back into oblivion—which is reflected in the identi-
fication of pedagogy with (the art of) teaching. Let 
me try once more to revive the distinction but by 
proposing to emphasize two particular elements 
regarding this distinction: the relation to the public 
(to certain extent in line with Roberts & Steiner 
2010, and with Serres 1999) and, especially, to the 
school (in line with Masschelein & Simons, 2014). To 
put it quite bluntly and not nuanced: teachers (can) 
exist without the public and the school; pedagogues 
are crucially related to them. The term paidagogos 
(παιδαγωγός) comes from παῖς (país, genitive παιδός, 
paidos) which means "child" and ἄγω (ágō) which 
means "lead" or “to get going” or “set into motion”. So, 
literally, "to lead and accompany the child". This is in 

to a ‘governmentality of ethical distance’ (cf. Gros, 2004, pp. 
520-523).

3 Paidagogia (paidagogeia) was the name for the space where 
the pedagogues sometimes remained during the time of teach-
ing—so, it was not the room (space) of teachers (didaskaleia). 
(See Harten 1999, p. 20.)
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the first place to be understood in terms of displace-
ment, i.e. to accompany on the way and one of the 
most important ‘ways’ was the one leaving the house 
(oikos) to the sites of exercise and study (the school, 
the palastrum) (Harten 1999, pp. 8-27). The space-
time in which the pedagogue moves and is to be found 
is therefore mainly the space-time in-between house 
and school, on the thresholds of the school, and in 
the coulisses and the back of classrooms. The peda-
gogue is leading out, which is at once softening—so 
to say—the exposure of the child (while becoming 
exposed himself), but also supporting and sustaining 
the child (at once anxious and curious) to enter the 
school. The pedagogue stays at school to watch over 
the fact that it remains a school (and that teacher’s 
‘love’ for the child remains the right love so, and the 
child remains a pupil4). According to Roberts and 
Steiner “… the paidagogos derived his liminality 
from his position as both enabler and disabler of 
democratic authority and as the servant-leader who 
occupied the pedagogical space between the private 
world of the household and the institutional world 
of schooling” (2010). In my understanding, he or she 
is precisely also preventing ‘school’ from becoming 
(just) an institution, and is therefore protecting both 
the school—so that it remains being a school, i.e. a 
pedagogic form and no political (state) device—and 
the child—so that he or she remains a ‘pupil’, and 
becomes no ‘learner’ of something predefined, or a 
‘disciple’ of a doctrine or teaching. 

From here, we could suggest that the pedagogue 
is concerned not in the first place with ‘learning’ 
as such, but with school-learning or learning in the 
milieu of the school, and that this concern always 
includes the leaving of the oikos and, thus, is related 
to the public. The pedagogue is therefore crucially 
related to a voyage outside. And this voyage is leaving 
the place of birth (in Latin, nasci means ‘to be born’ 
and it is related to the notion of ‘nature’), 

[…] the womb of [the] mother, the shadow cast by 
[the] father’s house and the landscape of [once] 
childhood. […] The voyage of children, that is the 
naked meaning of the Greek word pedagogy. […] 
[being] seduced to become engaged in it. To seduce: 
to lead elsewhere. To split off from the so-called 

4 It might be suggestive to recall that in the Alcibiades, Socrates 
clarifies to Alcibiades that the right ‘pedagogic’ love towards 
him is not the one that is the love for his beauty or his body or 
his richness, but for his ‘self ’ i.e. for his soul. And equally sug-
gestive that the pedagogue (not for Socrates and not for the 
pedagogue he is referring to) is the one who is more important 
for the care of the self, to use Foucault’s translation of epimel-
eia heautou, than the teacher, since he has a different closer 
contact to the pupil (e.g. Castle 1961, pp. 63-64).

natural direction. […] To split off necessarily means 
to begin on a road that cuts across and leads to a 
unknown place […]. (Serres 1997, p. 8)

It is a second birth. And Michel Serres continues 

[…] [during] this voyage with the other toward 
alterity […] lots of things change. You must love the 
language that transforms the slave into the master 
himself; and thus the trip into school itself; and that 
transforms this emigration into instruction. The 
slave knows the outside, the exterior, exclusion, 
what it is to emigrate; stronger and adult, he catches 
up a bit with the more fortunate child, establishing 
a temporary equality that renders communication 
possible. […] There is no teaching without this 
self-begetting. Thus, from above, the rich child 
speaks to the poor adult slave who answers, from 
his greater stature; maybe, all of a sudden, they will 
take each other’s hand, in the wind and beneath 
the rain, forced to shelter a moment beneath the 
foliage of the beech tree, above which the third 
person thunders: it is snowing, it is cold. Other and 
experiencing alterity painfully, the slave is familiar 
with the exterior, has lived outside. Thus the world 
enters the body and the soul of the greenhorn: 
impersonal time and also the strangeness of the 
excluded, iste, the derided slave, and soon that of the 
master, ille, still far away, at the end of the voyage. 
Before arriving, he is no longer the same, reborn. 
The first person becomes the third person before 
entering the school door. […] All pedagogy takes up 
the begetting and birthing of a child anew. (Serres, 
1997, pp. 48-49. My italics)

There are many things to be taken from this 
wonderful description, but let me just point here 
to one particular element: the wandering (with the 
pedagogue!) that establishes a temporary equality, 
implies a split off from the so-called natural direction, 
leading to a unknown place but also to becoming 
a third person at the threshold of the school, the 
third person referring to (the pronoun of) a person 
which is undefined (or unknown). In line with what 
I have been suggesting elsewhere together with my 
colleague Maarten Simons (Masschelein & Simons, 
2013), we could think of the school when it actually 
operates as school (not as institution, but as par-
ticular time-space-matter arrangement) to be the 
materialization of this unknown or third place—as 
Serres also calls it—, where one enters as undefined 
person, without natural destination. Thereby not 
forgetting that the school can be approached as this 
‘third place’ where the world is ‘unknown’, that is in 
a particular ‘state’, equally undefined. To which we 
can add that once at school one becomes a ‘pupil’ like 
anyone else and that one of the main meanings of the 
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Latin pupillus, from which derives the English pupil, 
is ‘orphan’ and ‘foundling’. Making that at school one 
is not only without natural destination, but also with-
out ‘natural family’ (be it the common family or the 
‘national’ family or whatever family) and therefore 
can find one’s own destination and become part of 
any family-to-come. Implying that the community of 
the school, as far as it is and remains school (which 
is often also not the case), is not based on a past or 
a future, not based on an identity which they would 
share. Its members constitute a collective which is 
radically ‘contemporary’—there is only a common 
language, common history, common education to 
come. The eyes and the hands of the pupils are too 
much occupied with what is on the blackboard or 
on the table to be allowed a clear conscience of the 
community (or identity) they would constitute (see 
also Groys, 2015, p. 69). 

From this understanding, one could state that 
relating the notion of pedagogy to teaching and also 
too easily to paideia (as we can find it for instance in 
some German tradition of thinking about Bildung, e.g. 
Adler, 1982; Jaeger, 1947) misses this very crucial 
reference to the pedagogue and therefore also the 
essential reference to the particularity of the school. 
Let me now try to clarify a bit more this particularity 
of the school relying on the way Maarten Simons and 
myself have proposed to understand the operations 
of the school in our defense of it (Masschelein & 
Simons, 2013).

The school: Taking care 
and paying attention
To clarify how to understand the notion school, let me 
try to approach the issue of education from another 
angle by indicating to what kind of issue education 
does try to respond or constitutes the response 
(Ricken, 1999, pp. 319-320). This was also the way in 
which Sigfried Bernfeld approached the issue stating 
that education is the whole of reactions of a society to 
the fact of development (“die Summe der Reaktionen 
einer Gesellschaft auf die Entwicklungstatsache”, 
Bernfeldt, 1925/1973, p. 51). From this, I take the 
very important observation that education is a matter 
of society (not of individuals). However, I think that 
Bernfeld’s formulation overlooks the particularity of 
the response that has emerged with the appearance 
of the school. This response, I suggest, implies to 
conceive of the question to which education is the 
answer not only in terms of development, implying 
that society is confronted with the arrival of beings 
which are in becoming and have to be sustained in 

their development and grow, but to conceive of it also 
in terms of (the fact of) natality. As Hannah Arendt 
phrases it, implying that society is confronted and 
challenged by beings that are also new beginnings 
which at once threaten (the given) society and allow 
for its renewal. To put it differently, we could state 
that every society has to deal with the existential and 
anthropological conditions to be confronted with the 
arrival of ‘new ones’ or new generations (which we 
should not simply understand in terms of actual age). 
Many societies respond to this confrontation through 
practices of initiation and socialization, but some 
others also respond by education i.e. by taking these 
‘new ones’ to school. That, one could say, constitutes 
the pedagogical response. The particularity of this 
response is that it relies (1) on the unique and radical 
creed or credo that human beings are all equal, that 
they have no natural destination and that everybody 
can learn everything (i.e. what you can learn is not 
‘naturally’ predefined or fixed and what you have to 
learn is not predefined), and (2) on the decision of a 
society to give itself (i.e. the fundamental grammars 
of its practices) out of hands or put them on the table. 
Borrowing Stengers words when referring herself to 
Whitehead we should see it as “[…] a decision without 
decision-maker which is making the maker” (Sten-
gers, 2005b, p. 185). It is this pedagogical credo and 
societal decision that are materialized in the design of 
schools as particular ways to deal with the new gene-
rations and to take care of the world that is disclosed 
for them. The school, thus, emerged as a decision 
providing scholé or free time, that is, non-productive 
time, to those who by their birth and their place in 
society (their 'position') had no rightful claim to it.5 
That is also the reason why Bernard Stiegler defines 
the school as ‘otium/scholé for the people’ (Stiegler 
2006/2008, p. 150). School is indeed literally a place 
of scholé, that is the spatialisation and materialisation 
of “free time” and, thus, of the separation of two uses 
of time. What the school did was to establish a time 
and space that was in a sense detached and separated 
from the time and space of both society (polis) and 
the household (oikos). The invention of the school 
constituted an emancipatory rupture and provided 
the 'format' for time-made-free, that is, the particular 
composition of time, space and matter that makes 
up the scholastic. With the coming into existence of 
the school form, we actually see the democratization 

5 The Greek word scholè means, first of all, ‘free time’. Other 
related meanings are: ‘delay’, ‘rest’, ‘study’, ‘school’, ‘school 
building’. ‘Free time’, however, is not so much leisure time, but 
rather the time of play, study and exercise, the time separated 
from the time of production. Scholé as time to cultivate one self 
and others, to take care of the self, i.e. of one’s relation to self, 
others and the world. See Masschelein and Simons, 2010.
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of free time, which at once is, as Jacques Rancière 
argues, the 'site of the symbolic visibility of equality' 
(1995, p. 55). The school form should be regarded as 
the visible and material refusal of natural destiny.

Education, then, is different from initiation and 
socialization, in that it explicitly offers the new gen-
erations the possibility for renewal and the oppor-
tunity of making their own future i.e. a future that 
is not imposed or defined (destined, discerned or 
discovered) by the older ones. It is a way to deal with 
the new generation and the common world, which 
implies the acceptance of being slowed down (in 
order to enable the new generations to find, or even, 
make a destiny) and the decision to bring into play 
or put on the table the common world. We can also 
phrase it differently: taking up Arendt’s suggestion 
that culture refers to “the mode of intercourse of 
man with the things of the world” (1960/2006, p. 
210), and more specifically to “[taking] care of the 
things of the [common] world” (p. 211, our italics). 
We can maintain that the ‘school’ as a pedagogic form 
is amongst the most important ways in which this 
intercourse and “loving care” (p. 208) takes place in 
relation to the new generations. This is the case since 
they deal in a particular way with this new genera-
tions which constitute always at once a ‘threat’ to the 
common world (which “needs protection to keep it 
from being overrun and destroyed by the onslaught 
of the new that bursts upon it with each new genera-
tion”, Arendt 1958/2006, p. 182), and a promise of 
its continuance and renewal (“our hope always hangs 
on the new which every generation brings”, p. 189). 
Schools deal in a particular way with the new genera-
tions. Namely, they do not want the old generations 
to control or dictate how the new might or will look 
(i.e. they re-present the world by putting something 
on the table, but in that act, also setting it free and 
pre-senting it) and they form the new to be fit to take 
care of the common world and become ‘in shape’. 
Schools do this precisely to the extent that they offer 
‘free time’ or ‘leisure time’ (scholè), which is not 
simply vacant time (“left-over time”), but time to be 
devoted to study and exercise. As Tim Ingold writes: 
“Just as with the middle voice, in the lexicon of ancient 
Greece scholè signified the flight of undergoing from 
the determination of doing”. It is about un-finishing, 
undoing the appropriation and destination of time, 
catalyst of beginnings. 

On this plane of immanence, where nothing is any 
more what it was or yet what it will be, there is—as 
the saying goes— everything to play for. Unfinished, 
freed up from ends and objectives, common to all, 
the world is once more restored to presence. It 

touches us, so that we—together exposed to its 
touch—can live with it, in its company. (Ingold, 
2015, p. 146)

When using the term school referred to a specific 
pedagogic form, I am actually hinting at the rich 
practices and technologies that allow, on the one 
hand, for someone to experience himself or herself as 
being able to take care and, at the same time and on 
the other hand, to be exposed to something outside 
(common world) (see also Masschelein, 2011). It is 
a very specific combination of taking distance and 
(allowing for) re-attachment. Consequently, the term 
‘school’ is not used—as is very often the case—to 
refer to the so-called normalizing institutions or 
machineries of reproduction in the hands of the cul-
tural or economic elites. There is reproduction and 
normalizing, of course, but then the school does not 
(or no longer) function as a pedagogic form. There is 
an important element of slowness in this pedagogic 
form, exactly because immediate political, social or 
economic requests and claims are for a moment put 
at a distance or suspended (hence, not ignored or 
destroyed). Or more precisely, when being engaged 
with the world, and hence, when taking care of things, 
there is no point in meeting up with economic, social, 
cultural and political requirements and expectations 
that accelerate because from these outside perspec-
tives and within their rationale there is no time to be 
lost—especially not at school.

If we follow this line of understanding we could 
say that pedagogical thought appears with the emer-
gence of the school and that it is in Foucault’s words 
part of the ‘history of thought’ as “the history of 
the way people begin to take care of something, of 
the way they become anxious about this or that”, in 
this case about the way we deal with the arrival of 
newcomers, which, so long as they were considered 
as initiation or socialization could appear as “unprob-
lematic field of experience, or set of practices, which 
were accepted without question, which were familiar 
and ‘silent’ out of discussion” but now “becomes a 
problem, raises discussion and debate, incites new 
reactions, and induces a crisis in the previously silent 
behavior, habits, practices and institutions” (Foucault, 
2001, p. 134).

Focusing on the existence of schools as particular 
pedagogic forms along these lines, means at once 
to be ready to put oneself as society at a distance 
from oneself. Actually, in order to allow the coming 
generation to be a new one, a society that accepts 
schools must give and make (free) time, prevent that 
the claims from society overrule the claims laid on 
society by the new generation, put something on the 
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table and set things of the world free, and, therefore, 
allow that these things slow down. This also means 
that such a society is forced to engage in a discus-
sion about what kinds of ‘grammars’ they want to 
offer to the new generation in order to be able to 
take their future into their own hands. It means also 
to accept that what is at stake in education is not 
“men“ or “women” as such (neither their life or their 
self-identity), but the common world and the abil-
ity “to take care of the things of the world” (Arendt 
1960/2011, p. 211). That is, to become ‘in shape’ in 
relation to some-thing, to establish an ability to judge 
and take one’s life into one’s hands, an ability to do 
justice to the world. 

Education, thus, is not in the first place about 
needs and functions, not even about values. As Arendt 
states, ‘values’, even ‘cultural values’, are “what values 
always have been, exchange values, and in pass-
ing from hand to hand they [are] worn down like 
old coins” (1960/2011, p. 201). Education is a set 
of practices to keep the things of the world out of 
the circles of consumption and the business of use 
and exchange value. It is about “common things” 
that have “the faculty of arresting our attention and 
moving us” (p. 201). In this sense, we can consider 
‘schools’ to belong to the most elementary part of 
the heritage that allows taking care of the common 
world. Precisely because Arendt also states that this 
heritage is today offered to us without testament 
(Arendt, 1961/2006, p. 3), it seems that it is in need 
of our explicit support in the moment that schools 
are reconceived as learning environments where the 
common world is transformed into a pool of available 
resources for fast learning and producing predefined 
outcomes. This predefinition being required in order 
to design the production process as efficient and 
effective as possible, implying that there is no differ-
ence anymore between school time and ‘social’ time: 
both being time of production. As Maarten Simons 
and myself argued also elsewhere, it is time to defend 
and reclaim the school as a pedagogic form (not as 
an institution) (Masschelein & Simons 2013, 2015). 

To reclaim the school means, first of all, to take it 
from the hands of those who do not allow the com-
ing generation to be a new generation. It is not only 
the hands of the political and cultural conservatives, 
but also the hands that in the name of progress turn 
schools into learning environments and, whether 
implicitly or explicitly, favor fast learning. To reclaim 
the school is not about restoring classic or old tech-
niques and practices, but actually trying to develop 

or experiment with old and new techniques and 
practices in view of designing a pedagogic form 
that works. That is, one that makes ‘free time’ and 
actually slows down, and puts society at a distance 
from itself. In these attempts, I want to reemphasize 
that the school as pedagogic form includes a very 
particular idea of equality. As I mentioned above, 
in line with Rancière (1991), one could argue that 
pedagogic action starts from the assumption of equal-
ity, that is, the assumption that everyone should 
be able to (know, understand, speak, and so on). 
Equality in pedagogic terms is not a fact, but a kind 
of assumption that is verified in pedagogic action. 
This equality is closely related to the assumption that 
human beings have no natural (or culturally, socially 
imposed) destiny, and hence, they can and have to 
find and shape their own destiny. This assumption 
is not making education impossible. On the contrary, 
there being no (natural) destiny, it makes education 
possible —in terms of bringing oneself into shape—, 
and provides it with meaning. It is important to stress 
that a pedagogic perspective is different from —and 
not to be reduced to— a political, ethical or cultural 
perspective. I cannot elaborate this in detail here, 
but one could think of the pedagogic perspective as 
referring to the assumption of equality and freedom 
in terms of ‘being able to…’, while the ethical perspec-
tive often includes a point of departure in terms of 
‘having to’ or ‘being unable not to’. Furthermore, both 
politics and pedagogics are concerned with change, 
but collective change through reform is different 
from renewal initiated by a new generation. Yet, it is 
clear that politics often uses schools for reform, and 
hence exploits the coming generation as a resource to 
solve problems in current society. Perhaps, the school 
should not be politicized, but we should acknowledge 
that allowing schools to exist —as sites of pedagogic 
renewal— is a political act in itself. Finally, schools 
should not be mistaken as forms of initiation into a 
culture, or into norms and values of a society. In a 
sense, culture at the school is always already put at 
a distance, that is, it becomes a common thing that 
allows for study, exercise and thus renewal. How-
ever, spokespersons of ‘the culture’ often claim the 
school as a site of initiation. In our view, this does 
not do justice to schools, but reduces cultural work 
to schoolwork. This is not to say that schools are not 
cultural, or have nothing to do with culture. As far as 
the world and thing in common is put central stage, 
it actually ‘makes’ culture and prepares the new 
generation for culture. 
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Conclusion—Pedagogical 
sciences as design sciences?
Let me conclude these notes by suggesting that, given 
the current conditions, it is not only worthwhile to 
defend and reclaim the school, but that precisely it 
is important to emphasize the need for pedagogical 
sciences. I cannot develop this in detail. I should in 
fact clarify how ‘pedagogical’ here does not only 
refer to the issue these sciences are dealing with, 
but it also affects the way we understand ‘sciences’. 
However, I will limit myself here to the suggestion 
that pedagogical sciences should focus on the sup-
port and reinvention or re-design of the pedagogic 
form of the school. Therefore, such sciences are 
not interested in formulating benchmarks but in 
the articulation of touchstones, i.e. no measures of 
performance but measures of authenticity in order to 
investigate whether and how new forms of gathering 
people and things, new designs can be considered 
as being truly a school. Our defense of the school 
intended to contribute to the formulation of such a 
touchstone (Masschelein & Simons, 2013), but it is 
also important to briefly indicate why this is related 
to the art of design. 

It is common for learning sciences to call them-
selves design sciences, and I want to suggest that 
pedagogical sciences should also be design sciences. 
However, there are many differences with learn-
ing sciences. These are interested in the design of 
environments that support and enhance learning, 
as understood in terms of producing predefined 
learning outcomes and of being responsive to diverse 
learners, learner needs and contexts. Their main 
concern being to create productive environments and 
increase effectiveness and efficiency, which implies 
that outcomes have to be predefined, otherwise 
it makes no sense to investigate effectiveness and 
efficiency. In other words, they are mainly concerned 
with mechanisms and functions, but these always 
require a stable world. No function can deal with 
learning new habits or initiating new or diverg-
ing worlds, worlds and habits that challenge any 
predefinition. 

Pedagogical sciences are not interested in the 
design of learning environments, but of schools i.e. 
in the design of a particular ‘unoccupied time’. They 
are not interested in functions and mechanisms, but 
precisely in the operations and events that enable 
to suspend functions and mechanisms, and in the 
exercises, the architectures, the artifacts that sustain 
these operations and could invoke events. They are 
interested in practices of taking care and paying 
attention, rather than in practices of fabrication and 

production. Therefore, it is also particularly interest-
ing to point to the way in which Vilhelm Flusser and 
Bruno Latour characterize design. 

According to Flusser, what is so interesting about 
the word design is that it is

an expression of the internal connection between 
art and technology […] design more or less indica-
tes the site where art and technology (along with 
their respective evaluative and scientific ways of 
thinking) come together as equals, making a new 
form of culture possible (1999, p. 19)

Very importantly also in our context is that Flusser 
emphasizes the “awareness that being a human being 
is a design against nature” (p. 20). As he further 
explains, this notion of design allows reformulating 
the issue of matter and form. “Forms are neither 
discoveries nor inventions, neither Platonic Ideas nor 
fictions, but containers cobbled together for phenom-
ena (‘models’)” (p. 26). That is, forms —in our case 
‘pedagogic’ forms— are gatherings or associations 
of people and things. In a comment on the work by 
Peter Sloterdijk, Bruno Latour writes that the notion 
of design indicates “a change in the ways we deal with 
objects and action more generally” (2011, p. 152). In 
fact, he states that saying that something should be 
designed does not mean that it has to be revolution-
ized or modernized, or that it has to be constructed 
or build, or made or fabricated, but it means that an 
‘object’ is turned into a thing, into a matter of concern. 
Designing is “drawing things together”. For Latour, 
there are five advantages related to the use of the 
notion of design: (1) it suggests a non-promothean 
sense of what it means to act and implies modesty; 
(2) it is related to art, craft and skill and therefore 
always to artificiality —implying obsessive atten-
tion to detail, taking care and being meticulous and 
precise—, actually slowing down; (3) it is always a 
way of ‘writing’ and therefore to be situated in the 
field of meaning and signs (de-sign) —things being 
“complex assemblies of contradictory issues” (p. 
154); (4) design is always to re-design and never 
begins from scratch— it is not founding, establishing, 
breaking (with the past) or ‘creating ex nihilo’; (5) in 
a particular way, it immediately has an ethical dimen-
sion since you cannot avoid the question whether 
something is good or badly designed. 

To summarize, let us insist on the need for peda-
gogical sciences (and pedagogues) since they are 
directly related to the mode of existence of a society 
in which it relates in a particular way to its future 
and the future of the new generations. Let us insist 
on the concept of pedagogy as referring, in the first 
place, to the operations of ‘school’ and to practices of 
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taking care and paying attention. Finally, let us insist 
on the quest for re-designing pedagogy in the face of 
contemporary challenges. 
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