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Abstract 
This paper proposes the British educational sociologist Basil Bernstein’s theoretical concepts 
to develop medium-range languages of description for different VET systems. The conceptual 
tools used are ‘classification’ and ‘framing’ along with their ‘recognition rules’. The central 
categories for analysis are the classificatory relations at the macro-social level, the ‘pedagogic 
discourse’ regulating space-time-discourse relations and projecting transmitters and acquirers, 
and the ‘pedagogic practice’ (‘framing’) at the micro-level of transmission. A research exam-
ple shows macro-micro relations in Germany’s dual system of VET according to these cate-
gories and with the conceptual instrument of ‘framing’. The systematic and rule-related de-
velopment of a medium-range ‘second language of description’ allows one to relate the con-
cepts to different empirical contexts (such as schools and training companies) in a non-
circular way. The discussion suggests the use of Bernstein’s concepts for extending the cur-
rent research to differently organised forms of vocational education, from school-based 
through regulated company transmission – as in Germany’s dual system – to unregulated 
company transmission.1 
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1 Introduction  
Today, problems of educational governance research include multilevel systems, numerous 
actors, and coordination of action; in short, interrelations between macro-sociological actions 
and interactions at the micro-level of transmission (cf., e.g. Altrichter 2010, Altrichter & 
Maag Merki, 2016). As a step toward a solution, Altrichter & Maag Merki (2016, p. 9f) con-
sider the development of medium-range languages of description. This points in the direction 
of social realism (cf., e.g. Bhaskar, 1975; Sayer, 1992). Here, a central assumption is the pri-
macy of theory over empiry; yet a gap remains since a theory, model, or concept can never 
completely depict empiry. Thus, the researcher’s task is to bridge this gap, for instance, with a 
medium-range language of description.  

Basil Bernstein (1990, 2000), the British educational sociologist, is a theorist in the tradi-
tion of social realism (with Durkheimian roots). To bridge the gap between his theoretical 
(first) language and the empirical world, Bernstein provides clear recognition rules for his 
highly abstract concepts, and calls for the systematic and rule-related development of ‘second 
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languages of description’ through an iterative dialogue between the ‘recognition rules’ of the 
theory and the data rather than by abstraction from empirical observations (content analysis) 
(cf. Moss 2001, Morais & Neves 2010).  

After explaining relevant concepts and categories, this paper illustrates the development 
of such a medium-range ‘second language’ to describe pedagogic interaction in regulated 
German in-company VET, und unten  and focuses on findings that contradict the ‘recognition 
rules’, which Bernstein derived from research in schools. An analysis in a system context that 
contrasts with the well-researched scholastic system context reveals context-specific macro-
micro relations. 

2 Central concepts: Classification and framing, recontextualisation and pedagogic 
discourse  

The appropriateness of ‘classification’ and ‘framing’ for analyses in school contexts (from the 
macro to meso to micro levels in the classroom) has been proven extensively in the seminal 
work by Morais and others of the Portuguese research group (cf. http://essa.ie.ulisboa.pt/). 
‘Classification’ is Bernstein’s term to conceptualise boundaries, which, for him, result from 
power struggles in the social division of labour. ‘Framing’ is about control over the interac-
tion within these boundaries. In pedagogic interaction, framing refers to the selection, se-
quencing, pacing, and evaluation of learning content, and to the hierarchy in the transmitter-
acquirer relationship. Both concepts can have different modalities or strengths (stronger or 
weaker).  

The famous ‘code’, to which Bernstein ascribes pupils’ differential school success, is a 
function of classification and framing. Pedagogic codes position learners to knowledge and 
within a community of knowers. Codes are context-specific; contexts, as well as the interac-
tion within them, are regulated in a non-determinative way by an underlying discourse. The 
classification between the two system contexts of education and production is deemed ‘the 
fundamental classificatory relation of education’ (Bernstein, 1990, p. 215). The school code’s 
strong classification to other contexts is weakened by different degrees for children who do 
not accept their positioning through the school code. 

Bernstein conceives macro-micro relations as being the movement of a discourse from 
one social context to another. Bernstein’s ‘three fundamental contexts of European educa-
tional systems’ (1990, p. 193) include a primary context, where texts are produced; a recon-
textualising context, where these texts are selected and refocused, and a secondary context for 
the transmission of recontextualised texts. However, these three contexts are socially arbitrary 
(cf. Swope, 1992; Höhns, e.g. 2016). In the macro-social recontextualising context for scho-
lastic learning, agents/agencies are the state and pedagogic field, as opposed to the social 
partners in Germany’s dual system (employers’ and employees’ representations, together with 
the state), who simultaneously produce the discourse (cf. Höhns 2016). 

The outcome of power struggles within a recontextualising context is the production of a 
pedagogic discourse (PD); namely, its ‘what’ (and ‘what not’ - classifications) and ‘how’ 
(eventually the locus of control over legitimate interaction - framing). The PD underlies and 
regulates legitimate pedagogic interaction (i.e. the framing relations at the micro-level of 
transmission). Bernstein & Diaz (1984, pp. 201 ff.) identified at least four levels of recontex-
tualising, which all imply power struggles leading to ideological changes or even distortions 
of the discourse. Yet, macro-social power relations are invisibly transmitted in the classroom 
(or its equivalent; for instance, a training company, which in Germany’s ‘dual system’ of 
VET is the dominant transmission site).  

PD creates imaginary subjects in the dominant recontextualiser’s projections of who 
transmitters and acquirers are and should become, and it creates specific relations of space, 
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time, and discourse. At the macro-social level, the PD materialises as official pedagogic dis-
course in policy documents and curricula. As different agents/agencies expectedly create dif-
ferent modalities of PD, the PD created for schools may well differ from that created in Ger-
many’s dual system of VET, for example.  

Indeed, for Germany’s dual system, a documentary analysis of legal documents (Höhns 
2016) revealed specific characteristics of a macro-social PD, which clearly differ from those 
for scholastic transmission as Bernstein and Diaz (1984) described them. For instance, the 
temporal relation implies that time becomes individualised, as opposed to the homogenisation 
of acquirers over time in scholastic transmission. The spatial relation implies that the first 
transmission site is the company with an obligatory second site, the VET school, and optional 
others. The framework curricula for in-company transmission only contain minimum re-
quirements. This means that the transmitted discourse, a Beruf, is or can be more than what is 
transmitted in one company. The projected learners (apprentices/trainees) seek an alternative 
to scholastic education and cope with tasks better when following the principle of the com-
plete act. In the world of work, which they enter for learning, they are projected as weak and 
in need of protection. Briefly, they are viewed as different from pupils and experienced work-
ers. Transmitters (trainers in companies) are projected as being able to transmit not only the 
skills necessary to complete work tasks in the company, but also the ‘complex relationships 
between company, trainees/apprentices, employee’s representative organs and competent 
body’ (Höhns, 2016, p. 216, referring to the Trainer Aptitude Regulation).  

3 Macro-micro relations in Germany’s regulated VET 
In the study presented here, macro-level classificatory features of educational reproduction 
(i.e. transmission and system contexts, extra-discourse and intra-discourse relations [cf. Bern-
stein, 1990, p. 27]) were kept equal. Only graduates from the dual system and no other work-
place learners were included. Data were gathered from 30 problem-centred interviews about 
training experiences. Following Morais and Neves (e.g. 2010), a second language of descrip-
tion – taking the form of sets of typologies with indicators and descriptors, by which different 
strengths (modalities) of classification and framing appear in the data – was developed to un-
cover framing relations in regulated in-company transmission. These findings were published 
in detail elsewhere (Höhns, 2015, 2018a, 2018b). This paper presents them with a gloss on the 
realisation of categories in contrast to school-based transmission, and the relation to macro-
social provisions (see also Höhns & Sertl, 2019).  

Bernstein’s recognition rule for framing states that the transmitter only grants acquirers 
apparent control over the pedagogic interaction. In this study, however, the respondents not 
only spoke about different strengths of trainers’ control, but also about their own active con-
trol-taking over the different elements of ‘framing’. For instance, a legal assistant explicitly 
claimed to have taken control over the expected time of acquisition (‘pacing’) by reducing the 
overall training time (transcript line 360). Other respondents also made comments regarding 
when they applied with their respective chamber to have their training time shortened, as well 
as when they did not. Still others claimed to have taken control over their learning speed by 
‘often asking colleagues in-between, what was what’ (Management Assistant in Wholesale 
and Foreign Trade, line 48), or by going to the company on Saturdays (though they were not 
obligated to do so) to study for the examination (printer, line 302; car mechatronic, line 97). 
We, a two-person team, decided that these (and other) claims of taking control over the pacing 
were legitimate in view of the temporal provisions in the macro-social regulations of Ger-
many’s VET. The possibility of reducing or prolonging training time was an important – 
though not the only – argument for the assertion that in the dual system, time is individualised 
(as opposed to the homogenisation of learners over time [cf. Höhns, 2016]).  
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Similarly, we considered acquirers’ control-taking over the selection and sequencing of 
learning content to be plausible, since, once again, we found a relationship to the macro-social 
PD. The provision that the framework curriculum for transmission in companies contains 
minimum requirements seems to allow companies to offer special knowledge and acquirers to 
take control of the selection and sequencing of learning. 

The projection that acquirers in the dual system seek an alternative to scholastic learning 
and learn better according to the ‘principle of the complete act’ prompted us to also trust re-
spondents’ narratives about their control-taking over the evaluative criteria. The literature on 
action regulation research defines the construct of a ‘complete act’ in different ways (cf. 
Bauer, Munz, Schrode, & Wagner, 2011, for an overview), but definitions tend to include a 
phase of evaluation or self-control. Thus, a trainee’s active control-taking over the criteria for 
evaluating task performance at the company seems to be a normative effect of German in-
company training. 

Although interviewers did not specifically raise this issue, six out of 30 respondents men-
tioned that in the company, they also trained others. These narrations came about naturally. A 
cook said explicitly, ‘that’s actually the case in every business, that the trainees in the second 
and third training year always help the ones in the first training year’ (line 135). When train-
ees/apprentices change their role and train others, the hierarchy between trainers and train-
ees/apprentices flattens, and the trainees/apprentices take control over the hierarchical rule of 
framing (cf.also Höhns, 2018b). 

In sum, the research showed that at the micro-level of transmission in the company, ac-
quirers take control over all elements of framing. This counters Bernstein’s theoretical postu-
late that transmitters are always in control, and that acquirers’ control-taking should be 
deemed illegitimate. Yet the relations to macro-social provisions provide ground to assume 
that this control-taking is a legitimate effect of Germany’s regulated in-company VET, its 
specific PD, and specific macro-social power relations.  

4 Discussion 
The study showed the aptness of Bernsteinian concepts and systematically developed me-
dium-range ‘second languages’, taking the form of typologies, to describe and compare dif-
ferently organised VET. These typologies can be located on a continuum of rising abstraction 
at a medium level between empirical reality and highly abstract ‘classification’ and ‘framing’. 
Their development across all 30 interviews with graduates from the dual system led to unex-
pected findings: respondents’ narrations about their active control-taking over the framing. 
This became explainable in an abductive move by relating these findings to the specificities of 
the dual system’s macro-social PD, specific space-time discourse relations, and subject pro-
jections. This move offers a solution to the problem of educational governance research for 
pinpointing macro-micro relations. 

Apparently, a pivotal difference between scholastic transmission and Germany’s regu-
lated company VET are assumptions about who learners are and who they want to (or should) 
become: academically strong, or better learners when following the principle of the complete 
act. From this, different macro-social space-time-discourse relations and micro-social trans-
mitter-acquirer relations – particularly, learners’ active control-taking over pedagogic interac-
tion – become understandable.  

The dual system’s macro-social PD, which also projects trainees/apprentices as vulner-
able in the world of work, may lead to different modalities of pedagogic interaction compared 
to the modalities that can be found in unregulated company learning, where an explicit macro-
social pedagogic discourse is lacking. There, the pedagogic discourse may well be a matter of 
negotiation or struggle between transmitters (experienced workers) and acquirers (novices) 
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(cf. Höhns, 2018a). Nevertheless, code modalities of framing and underlying dominant 
agents’ projections of imaginary subjects – as along with specific relations of space, time, and 
discourse – should also be traceable in unregulated company transmission. A comparison be-
tween regulated and unregulated company learning should be conducted in future studies, as 
well as research into the transmission of VET with other dominant agents/agencies and other 
projected acquirers (e.g. in-company internships under the supervision of schoolteachers).  
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