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This paper concerns my current Ph.D. Project: “Between meta-learning and Apprenticeship” and 
my anthropological fieldwork at Copenhagen Vocational school1. In the paper I shall: 

1. Briefly outline my project and my fieldwork 
2. Present some of my observations from my fieldwork concerning both teachers’ and stu-

dents’ understanding of professionalism/craftsmanship within the daily reality in school and 
in the training enterprises.  

3. Finally I shall suggest some possible theoretical approaches for understanding the observa-
tions and some final questions for further reflection.  

 
 
Between Meta-learning and Apprenticeship  
An investigation of the construction of professionalism2 in vocational education 
September 2005 – August 2008 
 
The project aims at investigating the following: 
How do teachers in vocational education understand and construct ‘faglighed’? How do different 
circumstances such as political agendas or dominant learning theories frame/create possibilities (or 
the opposite) for these constructions? Or to put it the other way around: how do teachers in their 
practice deal with the external demands/influences coming from national educational policy?  
 
From an anthropological/methodological point of view this issue concerns the relations between 
macro and micro-levels. In this perspective my project will try to reveal effects of macro-level 
agendas and trends (national policy) on micro-level everyday life (local school’s teaching/learning 
activities).  
 
The overarching question is: “What is happening to ‘faglighed’?” This is: What are the effects on 
‘faglighed’ of pressures, political agendas, technological changes in the enterprises and changes in 
the subject matter of specific programmes? How are these changes understood by teachers, and how 
do they influence their strategies, teaching practice and relations with students as well as their un-

                                                 
1 The main part of this fieldwork was carried out in the period January-July 2006, but I will stay in contact with the 
school and return for further interviews etc.  
2 In the Danish title, the word is ‘faglighed’, which has a slightly other connotation than professionalism. With the idea 
of faglighed also craftsmanship, a certain culture, certain norms and values etc. is understood. For the moment I there-
fore keep the Danish term ‘faglighed’ even in my English work papers.    
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derstanding of true craftsmanship? What are the possible consequences for the construction of 
‘faglighed’ within specific general and vocational subjects and within specific educational pro-
grammes?  
 
Some analytic key-concepts 

• The notion of keywords, clusters of keywords and mobilizing metaphors: At the macro-level 
a number of policy papers will be analysed with regard to keywords and mobilizing meta-
phors3 attached to or replacing the notion of ‘faglighed’. A number of these keywords are 
already identified: Competence, flexibility, individuality, personal education plans, quality, 
transparency, retention. These keywords and their interpretation will be traced over a period 
of time and through the system and into the teaching and learning activities at the local 
school in order to see how the meanings and interpretations stay constant or alter through 
the system.  

 
• The notion of “diagnostic events which Sally Falk Moore developed in order to embrace 

both the transitory and the durable in one process. Looking at everyday practises as well as 
political agendas with this approach would probably help to understand circumstances 
which at first glance seem as ambiguities and contradictions. Falk Moore “focuses on activi-
ties in the local arena that show attachment to world economy” (Falk Moore 1987:727). 
These activities are revealed by certain ‘diagnostic events’, which “reveal ongoing contests 
and conflicts and competitions and the efforts to prevent suppress or repress these” (Falk 
Moore 1987:730). In my fieldwork I have tried to identify such ‘diagnostic events’ or maybe 
rather ‘diagnostic trends’ as for instance ongoing discussions on teachers’ team meetings.  

 
• Bourdieu’s notion of practice: “Bourdieu’s analytical method built on three notions, those 

of habitus, capital and field. The field appears as a social space structured by the positions 
agents hold and the relations between them. The agents are able to hold these positions be-
cause of their habitus and symbolic capital, which are both reproduced by the structure of 
the field. One way to understand what ‘faglighed’ is all about is to look at the issue as a field 
defined by positions where agents struggle about the right to define ‘the true faglighed’.  

 
 
Anthropological Fieldwork at Copenhagen Vocational School 
On the micro level the empirical data was gathered within the frame of an anthropological field-
work, taking place from January to June 2006 in the joiner/cabinetmaker/organ builder’s section of 
the vocational School in Rødovre, Copenhagen. Decisive for this choice was both methodological 
and pragmatic. In Rødovre the school offers one of the new short vocational programmes; the 
[byggemontagetekniker] 4 which I would like to investigate along with one of the traditional pro-
grammes: in this case: the programme of joiner/cabinetmakers.5  

                                                 
3 Shore, Cris and Susan Wright (1997): “Policy A new field of anthropology” in:  Anthropology of policy : critical per-
spectives on governance and power / ed. by Cris Shore and Susan Wright. - London : Routledge 
4 As the fieldwork turned out, I had to use most of my time in the field at the basic course and there was not really time 
to investigate the short programme. Later in my project period, I shall return to do more structured interviews, among 
others with teachers from this programme  
5 The full educational programmes of joiners/cabinetmakers/organ builders are as follows: 
Basic course – normally 20 weeks, but can be prolonged up to 60 weeks. Joiners, cabinetmakers and organ builders 
together. Only the last project/working task is dividing them: Joiners will make a window whereas cabinetmakers and 
organ builders will make a table, designed by themselves. 
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In the fieldwork, one of the roles or positions I would like to take was that of the student. This 
meant that I had to choose a subject on the one hand manageable for me, on the other hand suffi-
ciently foreign or strange/unfamiliar to me in order to approach it as a ‘newcomer’. Being a student 
at the basic course of joiner/cabinetmakers was suitable for this, and as a student of the basic course 
I experienced school and teachers from student’s point of view. During the period I changed this 
role gradually from being a ‘normal’ student towards being an anthropologist asking questions, re-
cording sounds and talk in the workshop, making photos etc. Another important role was that of be-
ing a teacher team member. During the period I participated in the weekly team meetings of the 
teachers of main courses. Hereby I experienced work tasks and students from the teachers’ point of 
view. I deliberately chose not to be in the team of basic course teachers in order not to confuse roles 
further. Once a month I also took part in teacher meetings for the whole section. Finally I visited 
different shorter main courses as an anthropologist observing and making informal interviews.  
 
The Danish term: ‘faglighed’ can be translated to ‘professionalism’, but there is more to it than that: 
the term also indicate a certain culture, values and norms etc., much of which is taken for granted. 
In order to discuss and articulate the whole set of meanings embedded in the term ‘faglighed’ and at 
the same time avoid the ‘taken for granted’ meanings, I took my departure in the physical environ-
ment: first and foremost the tools and the machinery used by the students.6  
During my fieldwork I asked countless questions about teachers’ and students’ tools and their rela-
tionship to them. These discussions have among other things revealed the below elaborated schism 
within students’ and teachers’ own understanding of their craft. Seen from single teachers’ point of 
view, this is an important problem of their teacher task. Seen from the anthropologist’s point of 
view, this schism can help reveal some of the possible positions in the struggle about the right to 
define ‘faglighed’.  
 
 
Between true craftsmanship and dirty reality 
During lunch break the following conversation took place in the teachers’ area: 
  
MA(rianne): Tell me what are the joiner’s three most necessary tools? 
JO: hearing protector, mobile phone, lighter, computer… (Everybody laughing) 
CH: Come on, that’s not possible, can’t we chose 10 pieces? 
MA: No only three, that’s part of the game. 
GE: Symbolically it must be a marking gauge. 
SØ: Wood chisels and saw. 
GE: If we talk about Denmark today it must be a folding rule, a screwing machine, a hammer and a 
smoothing plane. I would like to say a plane, but one doesn’t use it that much today.  
MA: Why then would you like to say it? 
GE: Because it is sort of attached to the joiners’ trade. 
SØ:  A wood chisel can’t be replaced 

                                                                                                                                                                  
Main course – 3½ year most of the time at the training place in an enterprise. During this time students/apprentices will 
be called to the school 6 x 5 weeks. The last stay will be the final exam for the journeyman’s certificate. Except for 
some of the last stays cabinetmakers and organ builders are sharing courses. 
 
6 All students at the main courses and some students at the basic courses bring there own toolbox with a set of hand 
tools. The school provides machinery, some electric hand tools, and for students at the basic course cupboards with 
elementary hand tools are at disposal. 
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JO: I have to say a smoothing block, no matter what you are doing you have to smooth it after-
wards. 
GE: It would be easier if we decide, that we are talking about cabinetmakers – then we can chose 
the plane – and JO is right about the sandpaper, and then something for measuring… 
 
Later I ask BØ, who comes in for his break a little later than the rest of the group: 
BØ: That depends on what you are doing. 
MA: The others agreed that we have to limit ourselves to talking about cabinetmakers in order to 
answer the question. 
BØ: Then you need a plane, a saw and a wood chisel, without that you won’t get far (…) and then 
of cause you need a hammer and a screw driver and …  
MA: Stop; you can only choose three pieces. 
BØ: Then it has to be the plane, the saw and the chisel. But then it is important that you have some-
thing to sharpen your tools with: the whetstone – just to follow up.      
 
This conversation revealed two main points:  

• There are some tools – planes, wood chisels and saws – in other words: the cutting tools – 
which are more joiner-like than others and which in this way, represent certain values build-
ing on traditional skills. 7 

 
• These tools are not the most common tools today, the teachers had to restrict their discussion 

to cabinetmakers and leave the joiners aside to legitimise their choice of the cutting tools. 
Electric hand tools such as screwing machines and smoothing planes are more often used in 
the trade today representing efficiency and economic thinking. 

 
These two points represent, as far as I see it a common dilemma of being caught between what one 
could call the idea of true craftsmanship and – to quote one of my teachers – the dirty reality. Be-
tween the idealistic values and the reality of everyday life, which one has to take into account as a 
craftsman and as a teacher. 

 
 
True Craftsmanship 
Cabinetmaker students who showed me 
their toolboxes were extremely keen on 
showing me and telling me about their 
different planes and chisels. Some where 
found on flee markets and carefully re-
paired and fettled by the students them-
selves. For these students, it becomes 
important that somebody has used the 
tools before them.   
 
 
 
 

                                                 
7 These skills are trained at the basic course by doing endless numbers of dovetails. When I asked some teachers about 
the dovetails, the teacher SØ said: the dovetails need accuracy and a steady hand. And they force you to keep your cut-
ting tools sharp.   
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NI: …there is also this relation to the old craft and the old way of doing things. And the spoke 
shave – they spoke shaved it and such things – by hand! When you have an old wood chisel – there 
are also some roots – some connections to the old traditional techniques – pride.   
CH: Also because they were better. 
MA: Better than you are? 
CH: Yes 
MA: Why was it so? 
CH: Before the smoothing plane and the thickness planer, they where planning planks by hand. 
None of us could do that today. 
… 
CA: It’s true one can use the same plane for a lot of different things. I just think it’s great to have a 
lot of different planes. I guess I have 25 different planes at home. Maybe I use 5 of them. I don’t 
know, it’s just fun to have as many tools as possible … the old ones, that’s great 
 
These collections of tools are not only for students. Some teachers also keep tools out of use. One 
teacher showed me his collection of moulding planes: 
MA: Why is it moulding planes you collect? 
JE: Because they represent a disappearing tradition. With the routers today nearly anybody uses 
them any longer – but I have an intension of using them … 
MA: is it important for you, that somebody owned them before you? 
JE: If I could choose between a new and an old as god as the new one, I would choose the old one. 
MA: why is the old one interesting? 
JE: Because I become part of a line …  
MA: Do you get something from the craftsman who used the plane before you? 
JE: … I hope, by using the plane, I get a share of his skills and perfection – but that’s something 
which is entirely going on in my head  
 
  
Theoretical approaches? 
These two conversations indicate two ways of creating meaning through the tools.  

• Some tools are kept out of use both in students’ and teachers’ private workshops and in 
some Craftsmen’s Associations.8 Different kind of planes and wood chisels and, so it seems, 
especially moulding planes are playing a particular important role as objects for collection. 
Krsystof Pomian defines the collection as: “a set of natural or artificial objects kept tempo-
rarily or permanently out of the economic circuit, afforded special protection in enclosed 
places adapted specifically for that purpose and put on display.” (Pomian 1990:9), Pomian 
names these objects ‘semiophores’ objects carrying meaning in contrast to things merely for 
use. Although these planes are not kept in ‘enclosed places’, they can be understood as col-
lections. In short Pomian is arguing that an object can be either a thing which possesses use-
fulness (for instance a normal plane) or a semiophore possessing meaning (for instance an 
old plane, not used any longer). “…no object can possibly be simultaneously thing and 
semiophore for the same observer, as it is only a thing when it is being used, and in such a 
situation its meaning is of no account. If its meaning is given priority, its usefulness dwin-
dles to mere potentiality” (Pomian 1990:30). It seems that moulding planes have a special 
potential for representing meaning as their usefulness have been eroded by the technological 

                                                 
8 The Union: Forbundet for Træ-Industri-Byg, i Danmark, Klub for berejste håndværkere 
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development. Instead they have come to represent the highly skilled craftsman of the past 
and his virtues.   

   
• Both for the tools kept in ‘collections’ and for tools in use former owners have an impor-

tance for the present owners. They imagine or hope that a bit of the craft and skill of the 
original owner (the skilled craftsman of the past) will be transmitted to them. Although they 
are aware, that this is ‘entirely going on in my head’, and that mastering the tools still re-
quire training, it is none the less important for them as they prefer an old tool for a new (as 
long as it functions as well as a new one). The idea that the tool carries some of the former 
owner’s skills could remind the Maori notion of ‘hau’ the soul of the giver: “the obligation 
of the received exchanged gift is the fact, that the received object is not neutral. Even that 
the giver has given it away it is still a part of him. Through it he can exert power over the re-
ceiver…”(Mauss 2000:25, my translation) Though there is an important difference: the 
Maori ‘hau’ is transferred through an exhanged gift, and it is potential dangerous as it can 
exert power or influence on the receiver. My students and teachers are buying their old 
tools. In this way, they – in stead of becoming subordinate to the former owner – they try to 
take over and master his skills.  

• A further development of this religious or semi-religious understanding of the craft could 
probably be inspired by Max Weber: “The artisan is deeply immersed in magical encum-
brances in the early stages of occupational differentiation. Every specialised ‘art’ that is un-
common and not widely disseminated is regarded as a magical charisma, either personal or, 
more generally, hereditary, the acquisition and maintenance is guaranteed by magical 
means.” (Weber 1968) The English Oxford Dictionary mentions as some of the original 
meanings of the word ‘craft’: “occult art, magic; a magical device; a spell or enchantment.”9 
Meanings which point in the same directions as Weber’s text.  

 
 
 

The Dirty Reality 
 Only some students are interested in the 
craft to the extent as above described.10 
And this very idealistic view is challe
by the everyday ‘dirty reality’. But what 
then is ‘the Dirty Reality’? From my dis-
cussions with students and teachers it 
seems that, depending on position, chal-
lenges are perceived to come from differ-
ent sides or developments. For the cabi-
netmaker students above, the challenge is 
the general development of machinery, 
which has rendered the traditional skill 
superfluous.  

nged 

                                                

 
During a team meeting, the teachers of the main courses discussed how few skills their students ac-
tually possess in using hand tools. In the end of the discussion, I asked further about this: 

 
9 On-line Oxfor English Dictionary 
10 According to the teachers, the cabinetmakers are, in general, more interested in tools than joiners. But even among 
cabinetmakers lots of students do not pay much attention to their tools 
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MA: Why can’t they manage hand tools on the main course? 
GE: Because they can’t – or they are not very good at it. It is especially the plane which causes 
trouble. 
MA: But I thought the plane was the most joiner-like tool at all? 
GE: but, but so it is, but they are afraid of it. Even that we teach them and show them a 100 times at 
the basic course, when they return on 1. main course then… they don’t use the plane in their enter-
prise, they can’t sharpen it, they can’t fettle it, and then they can’t use it either, although it would 
be really good in many situations. Instead of queuing to the circular saw in order to cut a single 
piece, they could actually just cut it at the workbench and shoot it, and that would be all.   
 
Like with the cabinetmakers above, this remark also points to the machinery, but also – and not 
least – to the training enterprises, where hand tools are not used very much.11 First and foremost 
because there is no time for it, as the joiner student KA explained to me:  
MA: How often are you sharpening your tools? 
KA: Actually it’s sometimes a problem to get the time for that in my time schedule in the enterprise. 
You also have to earn money for the Master, so sometimes you have to take them home. 
MA: Then you sharpen them at home? 
KA: Actually I don’t know who should pay the time for keeping the tools sharpened, Master or my-
self? But if there is a break during the day, I may be doing some of it. 
MA: How often do you sharpen them? 
KA: In the enterprise it is quit seldom, at school we have more time for it. It is also more necessary 
at school. Here we are doing things, for instance this staircase in oak where it is essential to have 
sharp tools. 
 
Here KA also points to a fundamental difference between courses at the school and training periods 
in the enterprise. Enterprises exist on the conditions of the market, which means that profit is a fun-
damental demand whereas activities at the school are entirely meant as learning activities. 
 
Another ‘dirty reality’, from the teachers’ point of view, is many students’ lack of interest in learn-
ing the basic skills: 
GE: Some of them prefer to fiddle around with some smart screwing machine instead of seizing a 
good old screw driver and get the job done – sometimes it’s easier to use a little screw driver than 
some big modern electric tool. But they are not able to.  
AN: They don’t want to … 
MA: They think it’s easier to use an electric tool? 
JE: It doesn’t need skill. 
GE: No it doesn’t. 
JE: If you set up the machine correctly, that’s it. And if you don’t do it correctly and the job fails, 
then it is because of the machine. 
 
Whereas GE is stressing the practical issue – mastering some basic skills would make the work eas-
ier, JE with his final remark indicates another, and maybe more fundamental, dilemma: (some) stu-
dents tend to leave the responsibility to the machinery instead of training and mastering the tradi-
tional skills so much appraised by other students and teachers. One of the reasons for this could be 
the fact that to obtain perfection within a practical skill needs certain subordination in time and 
                                                 
11 Later in the same discussion the teacher GE told about his own apprenticeship ‘a 100 years ago’, where the situation 
was just the opposite: apprentices were not allowed to touch machines and had to rely on their hand tools and their 
skills.   
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space: a willingness to train the same movements over and over again. The same teacher said to me 
(that is: to the anthropologist trying the student’s role): You have to do a dovetail; you have to ex-
perience this fundamental defeat in order to know what it is to be a joiner student! = You have to be 
ready to accept your own imperfection in order to become perfect. This is – according to some 
teachers – exactly what the students are not willing to do. 12  
 
 
In fact we have three different (but more or less interconnected) problems representing ‘dirty real-
ity’: 

• The machinery taking over many work processes render fundamental craftsman skills su-
perfluous, and therefore students never get to learn them properly. 

 
• The enterprises belong to the market economy and are forced to think in profit therefore 

they invest in machinery in order to reduce manpower. The students are subject to these 
conditions and have to do away with simple and fast solutions where possible. This means 
there is not much time for refined handwork. 

 
• Finally, teachers point to the fact that the majority of students are simply not interested in 

the traditional handcraft. This is, in some teachers’ point of view among other things due to 
the Government’s agenda of giving 95% of young people an education. In the fulfilment of 
this agenda the vocational educational programmes play a central role.13 According to 
teachers there were much fewer joiner/cabinetmaker students ‘before’, and they were more 
ready to listen and learn.         

 
Theoretical approaches? 

• Harry Braverman is, inspired by Marxist theory, analysing how the technological develop-
ment is de-qualifying work to simpler and simpler tasks. (Braverman 1974) This idea fits in 
with teachers’ and students’ ideas of market’s conditions and machinery taking over hand-
work.  

  
• Richard Sennett has been analysing the personal consequences of work in the ‘new capital-

ism’ (Sennett 1998). Although he is especially interested in the consequences of new organ-
isational structures such as teamwork, he also writes about the changes in production meth-
ods, for instance how ‘user-friendly machines’ give workers a ‘superficial understanding of 
their work’. One of his points is that new methods and structures alter traditional work eth-
ics. This poses the question whether some teachers simply have another work ethic than 
their students? Another of Sennett’s points is the modern taboo of failure. This point should 
be examined further: could what teachers see as a missing willingness to learn from others 
also be understood as a fear of failure? 

 
• Those theoretical approaches are both in their own manner focusing on the negative sides of 

economic and technological development. This is probably an unjust simplification. One 
way of challenge this could be the idea of cyborg anthropology as developed among others 

                                                 
12 Other discussions with teachers develop further this point: students/young people today are brought up to be inde-
pendent to a degree, where they do not listen to more experienced people (such as teachers). This means that they are 
not able to learn from anybody before this ‘resistance is broken down’. 
13 Se for instance Government’s discussion paper for the meeting in  The Globalisation Council 22 08.06: “World class 
Vocational Education”  
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by Gary Lee Downey, Joseph Dumit and Sarah Williams arguing that: “Cyborg anthropol-
ogy offers new metaphors to both academic and popular theorizing for comprehending the 
different ways that sciences and technologies work in our lives – metaphors that start with or 
complicity in many of the processes we wish were otherwise. (Downey, Dumit and Wil-
liams 1995:342)14  

 
 
Micro- and macro-level 
Trying to combine this micro-level with the national macro-level, one could ask: how does Gov-
ernment’s educational policy fit into these various positions of ‘faglighed’? Some of the key notions 
from the Ministry’s policy papers are: individuality, personal education plans and flexibility. A pre-
condition for these notions is another of the guiding principles of today’s educational system: stu-
dents’ responsibility for own learning. As I have shown above, according to teachers, many students 
are not willing to take this responsibility, or rather: they are not willing to take it the way teachers 
find it should be taken. This poses a further question: How does teachers’ understanding of ‘respon-
sibility’ fit in with the Ministry’s understanding? In the reform from 2000 the Ministry is stressing 
students’ reflections on their own learning processes. How does this meta-level fit in with the ne-
cessity for subordination? Finally one could ask: Are the political agenda of giving 95% of young 
people an education another ‘dirty reality’ in teachers’ point of view? This agenda means that part 
of the students join the educational programme in order to just do something. Sooner or later they 
drop out or shift to another programme, and the energy spend on their behalf is lost.   
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