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Mattias Johnsson, 2003: Towards a relationist approach – F.H. Bradley’s 
metaphysics and research within the academic discipline of Pedagogik /Mot en 
relationistisk ansats – F. H. Bradleys metafysik och forskning inom ramen för 
vetenskapen pedagogik/. Pedagogisk Forskning i Sverige, Vol 8, No 4, pp 
209–224. Stockholm. ISSN 1401-6788.

The aim of the text is to discuss the possibility of a research approach within 
the academic discipline Pedagogik, which takes a relationistic view of reality 
as its point of departure. The relationistic ontology is presented with support 
of F.H. Bradley’s (1902) text Appearance and Reality, and is explained in 
contrast to the classic ontologies of realism and idealism.

The decisive difference between relationism and the classical positions is 
argued to be as follows: while the later assumes a dualistic understanding of 
everyday phenomena, either focusing on a self-governing subject or on a 
world composed of independent objects, relationism eradicates all dualisms 
through the assumption that reality is organized as a monistic unity. This 
means that reality is a whole, in which distinctions can be made but in which 
divisions do not exist. In other words: reality is not constituted of autono-
mous, sovereign objects or subjects in relation to each other. Relations give rise 
to phenomena, instead of being situated in-between them; relations are inter-
nal, not external, Relata (i e the phenomena that appear to be related to each 
other) are entirely and unreservedly determined by Relatio (i e the relation in 
it self).

The epistemological standpoint, derived from the ontological assumptions 
expressed above, claims that all phenomena of experience, and thereby all 
knowledge concerning them, are to be understood as appearances. There is, in 
other words, no absolute truth to be found in knowledge based upon expe-
rience (including human knowledge), only more or less reflected appearances. 
This might seem to indicate that all knowledge is arbitrary. But that is not 
necessarily the case since all human action and thinking is determined by an 
experience-based understanding of the world. Everything a human does – the 
knowledge she creates, the relationships she has, the emotions she deals with, 
the work she does etcetera – is determined by the specific way in which she 
makes distinctions in the whole of reality and thereby comprehends the world. 
Consequently, for those whose aim is to understand humans, or aspects of 
human existence, knowledge concerning the way in which humans under-
stand the world is of great importance. The question is how the researcher is 
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to attain such knowledge, without herself being predestined to acquire 
nothing more than mere appearances.

The answer to this question is found above: In order to gain meaningful 
knowledge the researcher must strive to gain an understanding based upon the 
internal relations that determine and give meaning to social phenomena, 
including humans. There are no such things as individuals who can be ascribed 
qualities or merits of their own, all perceptual things are what they are in 
relation to each other; they exist through distinctions made in a whole, that 
give rise to seemingly related phenomena. Of cause, single persons embody 
specific and, in some sense, different ways in which to understand reality. But 
the meaning and significance of these perspectives (what they are), as well as 
of the bodies that represent them, cannot be grasped in any other way than as 
an expression of internal relations in a monistic entity. 

The process of seeking an understanding based upon internal relations 
might seem less than problematic, if it was not for the assertion that there are 
no autonomous, monistic entities except the whole of reality itself; the totality 
of existence, regardless of time and space. Of course it is impossible for the 
researcher, as an experiencing and finite being, to encompass reality as a 
whole; to understand everything as it is in relation to everything else in the 
totality of phenomena. But since the relationist perspective holds that there is 
no meaningful knowledge to be found other than in internal relations this is a 
problem that must be solved. I argue that one way of making empirical 
research possible, in a way that corresponds with the ontological assumptions 
of relationism, is for the researcher to construct epistemic objects as autono-
mous, monistic entities. Each study is in this way treated as a totality, where 
the meaning and significance of the knowledge produced is bound to the 
constructed object.

The conclusion drawn from this argumentation is that, for the researcher 
inclined to support the relationistic point of view, there are certain fundamen-
tals to bear in mind when formulating a research approach.

First the approach must allow the research process – spanning from 
ontological assumptions, via data collection and analysis, to results – to be 
internally coherent. Knowledge is something that is produced rather than 
something that can accurately depict an absolute reality independent of the 
researcher. The research results refer to, and are given as a consequence of, the 
researchers ontological assumptions, and the thereby following research 
process.

Second: as mentioned above the epistemic object must be constructed as an 
autonomous entity. What is left »outside» the constructed object must not be 
allowed to affect the research process, other than if, and in the way that, it is 
expressed as meaningful by the relations inherent in the object.

Further, the researcher must refrain from regarding the constructed, episte-
mic object as if it is composed of autonomous entities with given qualities of 
their own. The purpose of the monistic construction of the object is to make it 
possible to study and grasp internal relations, which in turn determine the 
existence, meaning and significance of various phenomena found within it. 
The construction of the object must permit the researcher to treat it and 
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understand it through empirically grounded research; to use the study in order 
to break with her own common sense understanding of the social world.

The research approach must, in other words, be inductive in part, in the 
sense that the researcher has to be very conscious of making assumptions 
concerning the inner constituents of the epistemic object. This can seem 
confusing in light of the weight laid on the construction of the object, a 
construction that inevitably implies some kind of assumptions regarding it. 
The confusion may be settled by the statement, that while the fundamental 
supposition of this research approach maintains that no assumptions may be 
made regarding the substantial composition of the object, at the same time it 
rests on the notion that all objects must have the same principal composition, 
as being constituted by internal relations.

Finally it should be mentioned that it is difficult to argue that this research 
approach excludes any kind of data collection technique. Interviews, observa-
tions, questionnaires, field diaries amongst others can all be sufficient tools, 
under the condition that they are used in a way corresponding with the funda-
mentals mentioned above.

Peter Nyström, 2003: Birds of a feather flock together? A teacher discourse on 
ability grouping in upper secondary school /Lika barn leka bäst? En gymnasie-
lärardiskurs om nivågruppering i matematik/. Pedagogisk Forskning i Sve-
rige, Vol 8, No 4, pp 225–246. Stockholm. ISSN 1401-6788.

The problems and effects concerning ability grouping in primary and lower-
secondary education have been studied extensively. There is, however, not 
very much work reported on ability grouping of students over the age of 
sixteen. The aim of this study is to describe and interpret how mathematics 
teachers at an upper secondary school express their experiences and beliefs 
concerning ability grouping.

This article presents results from interviews with six mathematics teachers, 
all working at the same Swedish upper secondary school. The study is based 
on a discourse-analytic approach (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). The intention 
was to explore and present the variation in what teachers at this particular 
school say about ability grouping. What they say is not treated as a mani-
festation of a consistent belief, but rather as a statement made in a given 
context and with a certain purpose. As a background and interpretative tool, 
research on ability grouping and teacher beliefs are briefly reviewed.

The results are structured around four themes. The first theme concerns 
teachers’ views on student diversity and the relevance of this diversity to 
ability grouping. Teachers identify student differences in a number of aspects, 
and the most characteristic ones are previous knowledge, study-ambition; 
motivation, interest, diligence, and emotions. All of these are considered to 
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have some relevance for ability grouping. Five out of six teachers instantly 
answered yes to the question: Is student diversity an obstacle to learning in 
school?

The second theme covers the advantages, disadvantages, prospects, 
obstacles and risks that teachers express concerning ability grouping. The 
teachers in this study express a number of reasons for their generally positive 
evaluation of the kind of ability grouping that has been practised in their 
school. The teachers argue that they could help the increasing number of 
students not passing the courses in a cost-efficient way, and also offer students 
the opportunity to study more mathematics. In addition ability grouping was 
seen as a way of coping with the large diversity of students, and the teachers 
felt that grouping students enabled them to better stimulate the high-achieving 
students.

The list of advantages and possibilities is definitely longer for groups of 
high-achieving students compared to groups of low-achievers. Disadvantages 
and problems are almost entirely connected to groups of low-achievers, for 
example the risk that being exclusively with others who find mathematics just 
as difficult or uninteresting as they themselves do does not give students good 
opportunities to learn. The students »hold each other back». Teachers also 
speak of problems concerning the formation of groups and the risk of placing 
students in the wrong group. Despite the teachers’ focus on problems with 
ability grouping where low-achievers are concerned, teachers are generally 
positive to its possibilities and positive effects on all students. What conse-
quences the awareness of drawbacks and risks has for what teachers do in the 
classroom is beyond the scope of this study.

Within the third theme teachers views on how teaching differs, or should 
differ, between classrooms with students at differing ability levels were 
explored. Teachers talk about two features differentiating teaching a high-
achieving group from teaching a low-achieving group. With low-achieving 
groups, whole-class teaching activities must be significantly shorter and 
expectations on student activity, focus on task and perseverance are much 
lower.

The fourth, and last, theme deals with how teachers picture other people’s 
views (e g headmasters, students or the public) on ability grouping. Teachers 
say that students are generally positive to ability grouping. The teachers’ 
opinions differ regarding the views of people higher up in the school hierarchy, 
but they seem to feel free to create ability groups if they want to.

In summary, what these teachers express concerning the advantages and 
disadvantages of ability grouping varies a great deal. There are, however, some 
things they more or less agree on. They have a basically positive view of the 
way in which ability grouping has been practised at their school. They identify 
problems with ability grouping for low-ability groups, primarily related to the 
mixing of students who have trouble learning with those who primarily have 
motivational problems.

My interpretation is that the teachers try to find rational solutions to 
problems created by conflicting goals and external limitations. In their 
experience some students need more mathematics than the normal study 
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programme offers, and some students do not learn enough mathematics to 
pass the courses. The teachers feel obliged to do something about this situation 
and ability grouping is considered to be a solution (or perhaps the solution), in 
particular given the restraints concerning group size and rooms that the 
teachers talk about and their beliefs concerning mathematics and mathematics 
teaching and learning.

An intriguing result of this study is the relatively small differences that 
characterise teachers descriptions of teaching groups with different achieve-
ment levels. The study presented here is not a classroom-study, it is a study of 
teacher discourse, but the lack of variation in how teachers describe classroom 
practice can be interpreted as an indication of what the practice looks like. At 
the very least it indicates that these teachers do not have a model for teaching 
mathematics that is varied enough to take advantage of the prospective possi-
bilities created by the grouping of students.


	English summaries
	Mattias Johnsson, 2003: Towards a relationist approach – F.H. Bradley’s metaphysics and research within the academic discipline of Pedagogik /Mot en relationistisk ansats – F. H. Bradleys metafysik och forskning inom ramen för vetenskapen peda...
	The aim of the text is to discuss the possibility of a research approach within the academic discipline Pedagogik, which takes a relationistic view of reality as its point of departure. The relationistic ontology is presented with support of F.H. Bra...
	The decisive difference between relationism and the classical positions is argued to be as follows: while the later assumes a dualistic understanding of everyday phenomena, either focusing on a self-governing subject or on a world composed of indepen...
	The epistemological standpoint, derived from the ontological assumptions expressed above, claims that all phenomena of experience, and thereby all knowledge concerning them, are to be understood as appearances. There is, in other words, no absolute t...
	The answer to this question is found above: In order to gain meaningful knowledge the researcher must strive to gain an understanding based upon the internal relations that determine and give meaning to social phenomena, including humans. There are n...
	The process of seeking an understanding based upon internal relations might seem less than problematic, if it was not for the assertion that there are no autonomous, monistic entities except the whole of reality itself; the totality of existence, reg...
	The conclusion drawn from this argumentation is that, for the researcher inclined to support the relationistic point of view, there are certain fundamen- tals to bear in mind when formulating a research approach.
	First the approach must allow the research process – spanning from ontological assumptions, via data collection and analysis, to results – to be internally coherent. Knowledge is something that is produced rather than something that can accuratel...
	Second: as mentioned above the epistemic object must be constructed as an autonomous entity. What is left »outside» the constructed object must not be allowed to affect the research process, other than if, and in the way that, it is expressed as me...
	Further, the researcher must refrain from regarding the constructed, episte- mic object as if it is composed of autonomous entities with given qualities of their own. The purpose of the monistic construction of the object is to make it possible to st...
	The research approach must, in other words, be inductive in part, in the sense that the researcher has to be very conscious of making assumptions concerning the inner constituents of the epistemic object. This can seem confusing in light of the weigh...
	Finally it should be mentioned that it is difficult to argue that this research approach excludes any kind of data collection technique. Interviews, observa- tions, questionnaires, field diaries amongst others can all be sufficient tools, under the c...

	Peter Nyström, 2003: Birds of a feather flock together? A teacher discourse on ability grouping in upper secondary school /Lika barn leka bäst? En gymnasie- lärardiskurs om nivågruppering i matematik/. Pedagogisk Forskning i Sve- rige, Vol 8, No ...
	The problems and effects concerning ability grouping in primary and lower- secondary education have been studied extensively. There is, however, not very much work reported on ability grouping of students over the age of sixteen. The aim of this stud...
	This article presents results from interviews with six mathematics teachers, all working at the same Swedish upper secondary school. The study is based on a discourse-analytic approach (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). The intention was to explore and pres...
	The results are structured around four themes. The first theme concerns teachers’ views on student diversity and the relevance of this diversity to ability grouping. Teachers identify student differences in a number of aspects, and the most charact...
	The second theme covers the advantages, disadvantages, prospects, obstacles and risks that teachers express concerning ability grouping. The teachers in this study express a number of reasons for their generally positive evaluation of the kind of abi...
	The list of advantages and possibilities is definitely longer for groups of high-achieving students compared to groups of low-achievers. Disadvantages and problems are almost entirely connected to groups of low-achievers, for example the risk that be...
	Within the third theme teachers views on how teaching differs, or should differ, between classrooms with students at differing ability levels were explored. Teachers talk about two features differentiating teaching a high- achieving group from teachi...
	The fourth, and last, theme deals with how teachers picture other people’s views (e g headmasters, students or the public) on ability grouping. Teachers say that students are generally positive to ability grouping. The teachers’ opinions differ r...
	In summary, what these teachers express concerning the advantages and disadvantages of ability grouping varies a great deal. There are, however, some things they more or less agree on. They have a basically positive view of the way in which ability g...
	My interpretation is that the teachers try to find rational solutions to problems created by conflicting goals and external limitations. In their experience some students need more mathematics than the normal study programme offers, and some students...
	An intriguing result of this study is the relatively small differences that characterise teachers descriptions of teaching groups with different achieve- ment levels. The study presented here is not a classroom-study, it is a study of teacher discour...




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




