
 

Exclusions and power structures in the wake
of an open higher education system

December 14 2010

In recent decades, Swedish universities and university colleges have
become the target of a range of reforms under the banner of openness
and flexibility. But a thesis from the University of Gothenburg shows
that the good intentions of creating a more democratic, broader and
effective higher education system also affect individuals, institutions and
higher education systems and create power structures.

Since the 1990s there has a been a range of Swedish policy reforms
calling for Swedish higher education to be more open, flexible and
accessible.

New governance

In particular, notable importance was placed on distance and IT-based
education. While the issue of access to higher education has long been
viewed as an important factor in educational policy, a partly new
approach to governance took shape during the 1990s and beyond.

Annika Bergviken Rensfeldt's study examines how the reasoning behind
the openness in distance-based and higher education was set out in
Swedish educational policy documents between 1992 and 2005.

Obligatory participation

"There's not only a clearer focus on individuals. Having previously
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spoken about the right to education and creating a higher education that
is representative and that meets the needs of different student groups,
there is then a shift in policy rationality that individuals should, or are
even obliged to, participate in higher education."

The study contributes to this debate and the understanding of the
reasoning behind accessibility to and participation in higher education. It
shows how the ideas of expanding education and making it more flexible
also affect and govern the choices of students, institutions and education
systems. The study notes that even good reformatory intentions involve
issues of power and governance.

Exclusion

"Although this involves governance that is based on voluntary choices
and students and institutions accepting these ideas, power orderings and
exclusions are nevertheless created. Take, for instance, the strong
political interest regionally in encouraging women to participate in
distance education and flexible learning through local learning centres
and IT-based education. This sort of rhetoric excludes them from
campus-based education and often from higher-status institutions and
career paths such as research. This results in a differentiated higher
education system," says Annika Bergviken Rensfeldt.
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