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Stephen: Thank you Parlo for making the time to talk. At the recent ATEA conference 

you gave a keynote presentation called Research Codes and Teacher Education. I'm just 

wondering if we could discuss the work that you did there and maybe some of the 

broader contexts for that work. Could you start off by talking about how you became a 

researcher and then discuss perhaps some of the key theoretical and methodological 

ideas that you've used and how you put them into practice? 

Parlo: I, like a number of my contemporaries, went through a publicly funded schooling 

system. And for me, education was my way out of poverty. I was the first in my family 

to complete tertiary education. I attended a College of Advanced Education to do a 

course in primary school teaching. In those days, in the late 1970s, teaching and nursing 

were considered acceptable careers for girls growing up in small country towns in North 

Queensland. The nearest tertiary education institution from home was about 6 hours 

travelling distance by bus, and so going onto higher education meant living away from 

home at a relatively young age. After gaining my teaching diploma, I taught in some 

rural and regional areas in North Queensland and felt that I had considerable 

professional autonomy, a fair bit of creativity in terms of my everyday teaching 



practices. As long as I worked within the confines of the syllabus, I could be creative in 

the way that I taught and worked with students. Students seemed to really enjoy my 

teaching and I gained recognition for my work from parents, other teachers, school 

leaders and school inspectors. I felt I was making a difference in students’ lives and in 

the small, local community towns. 

However, after I transferred to a teaching position at a primary school in 

Brisbane, I felt much more constrained in terms of my teaching work. I was really quite 

puzzled by these different sets of experiences. At the time, I was completing my 

Bachelor of Educational Studies part-time at a Brisbane University—and I found that I 

was reading a lot of the work of scholars in the disciplinary field of sociology of 

education.  

My initial training—or education I should say—was at a College of Advanced 

Education. This was the first time I had ever attended a university. I was now reading 

sociology of education work, with a very strong Marxist tradition, and people arguing 

that education institutions weren't major change agents. In fact, these authors were 

arguing that schooling institutions reproduce unequal class structures (1-9). That was a 

profoundly new insight for me, having come from a working-class background and 

viewing education as a way out of poverty. I started thinking about class and class 

systems and gender relations and that the teaching profession was female dominated, 

but men held most of the leadership/senior positions—school principals, inspectors, 

university lecturers/professors. 

All of those ideas for me, in my early 20s, were really quite radical ways of 

thinking about schooling. Actually, the ideas were unsettling to be honest, because I 

started then thinking about what I was teaching and how I was teaching. And once I 

started allowing myself to think along these lines, I couldn’t keep teaching the way I 



had been teaching in the past. It became really uncomfortable to keep going through the 

rituals and routines of schooling work, the morning assemblies, the gendered staffroom 

conversations, teaching a restricted version of knowledge in the school curriculum. 

Another thing that troubled me at the time, this is the early 1980s, was the racialized 

talk in schools about non-white students and staff. I was often the only non-white 

teacher on staff. 

Stephen: So, in terms of your own trajectory of thinking, then, I know you focussed a 

lot on Basil Bernstein's work… 

Parlo: I think the reason why I became interested in Bernstein's work at that time was 

because I had read his work on classification and framing of knowledge and school 

curriculum(5). Remember, I had been teaching in a primary school. Bernstein was a 

sociologist writing about the thinkable and unthinkable in terms of valid school 

knowledge—what can be included, when, where, why and what cannot be included as 

valid school knowledge. 

That notion of what is thinkable and unthinkable was really fascinating for me. 

Which group makes those decisions about what knowledge can be included in school 

curriculum? And how do struggles over school curriculum knowledge get played out? I 

was also interested in not only the content of school curriculum, what gets included in 

curriculum, and what is excluded, but also how the very organisation or structuring of 

curriculum effects students and a teacher’s relation to the possibilities of thinkable and 

unthinkable. Bernstein had thought about these matters and mapped out different modes 

of curriculum organisation in the English schooling system. I wondered if there were 

similar patterns of curriculum organisation in the primary school where I was teaching. 

Bernstein’s writing also helped me to think about different models of pedagogy because 



he differentiated between visible and invisible pedagogies, using a humorous narrative 

about the layout of lavatories to illustrate his case. I think I got his sense of humour(5). 

I was still teaching in schools, trying to work out what's going on here for me? I 

felt like I was pushing against boundaries, symbolic boundaries, all these rules about 

what could be taught, when, and how. When I tried to question the rules, I was given no 

real reason or explanation, except that this is how it has always been done in this school. 

So, I was interested in this diagram produced by Bernstein (10, p.63) in which he 

tries to model different types of pedagogies, because at this stage, I had become 

interested in the literature around critical pedagogies, anti-racist pedagogies and 

feminist pedagogies.  

 

Figure 1. Modelling pedagogy  

In this model, the vertical axis focuses on the site of change, at one end of the 

continuum change is centred within the individual (intra-individual), on the other end it 

is centred at the level of the social group (inter-group). The horizontal axis focuses on 



knowledge—at one end of the continuum the teacher is more visible in the knowledge 

relation process, and the other end, the teacher is less visible, and the focus is on 

learners, learning. Bernstein did not advocate for one model over another. Rather, he 

argued that despite the labels of progressive, conservative and radical each model of 

pedagogy could potentially reproduce or interrupt patterns of social inequality. The 

potentialities of these different pedagogies for social change and addressing issues of 

educational inequality depended on: (1) initial teacher education and the on-going 

education for teachers; (2) time, resources, and collective support given to teachers to 

design lessons; (3) professional autonomy to construct lessons that connect to the 

experiences and learning needs of students. 

The crucial point for Bernstein was looking at the power relations that structured 

the message systems of schooling.  

But, so what about power relations? The power relations were directly related to 

the work of different middle-class factions trying to exert their models of curriculum, 

pedagogy and evaluation in the education system and thereby giving their children the 

necessary cultural codes/resources to reproduce their class position. So here, Bernstein 

is relating curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation in schooling to the social division of 

labour outside of schooling. He focuses specifically on the work of people employed in 

various professions, the middle-classes. And then he looks at the types of work they do, 

the knowledge they have acquired to do this work, and how they might then advocate 

for this type of knowledge to be taught in schooling. From this perspective, curriculum, 

pedagogy and evaluation are sites of power struggles between different middle-class 

factions to ensure that the schooling system maintains and reproduces their position 

within the class structure. It is in this way, that factions of the middle class ensure that 

cultural capital and resources are passed down to their children. So, while, the upper 



class pass on material resources (land, money, goods), the middle classes are dependent 

on passing down cultural resources (habits, dispositions, education credentials) to 

maintain their position in the social division of labour. 

Stephen: That’s interesting, so Bernstein actually impacted on your practice as a 

teacher initially. 

Parlo: Yes. Bernstein had written a number of articles and one was titled: A Critique of 

the Concept of Compensatory Education which was published in one of his books(7). 

From that article, I got the idea that it’s a myth to think that all the work that I was 

doing in schools was going to make a huge difference when there are all these other 

social inequalities outside of schools, as well as constraints within schooling which limit 

the possibilities of the thinkable, actionable, doable. Schooling is only one institution in 

creating or disrupting patterns of inequality. That to assume that an individual can make 

a huge amount of difference to a whole system of inequality is simply a fantasy. 

Stephen: But, that's not to say that schools don't do some good things?  

Parlo: Schools have the potential to do enormous things. My concern was more about 

what one individual could do. I was beginning to question the notion of the heroic 

individual making a huge difference, because part of my initial teacher training was 

centred around this idea. 

Stephen: Okay, so can we then talk about Bernstein and your own research trajectory? 

Parlo: Because I got to spend a bit of time with Basil Bernstein at the Institute of 

Education, University College London, I found the pedagogic experience with him 

different to anything I had experienced with supervisors and lecturers in Australia. I'd 

always been fascinated by being a teacher to be honest with you. I loved being a 



teacher. I loved being a primary school teacher. And I remember, there were some 

teachers in my own experience that I really enjoyed being with and learning from in that 

engagement. So, the pedagogic experience with Basil was a really—I don't know what I 

want to say—but it was a very enriching, let's use that word—a very enriching 

experience, because here was somebody that took my work really seriously. He would 

actually just sit there for a couple of hours deeply thinking and engaging with my work. 

I'm now talking about the late '80s—it was '89. I remember that because it was 

the year the Berlin Wall fell. Basil would meet me regularly, sometimes twice a week, 

sometimes for two hours at a time. We would sit in his office and talk about my thesis. 

The talk would move around various topics: the data I had collected, the literature I was 

reading, and the concepts I was using to think about the thesis. Then, he would try to 

map some of our thinking into diagrams or models. So, working with Basil in that 

pedagogic encounter, became an exercise in thinking together. Basil also met regularly 

with the whole group of doctoral students he supervised for dinner in various restaurants 

in the Bloomsbury area. That's incredible—now I think back to it, what a privileged 

exercise. What a privileged experience to go through.  

The only thing I think—and it's taken me a long time to step back—or step 

forwards, whatever, to think about that experience is something that Sarah Delamont(11) 

wrote ages and ages afterwards. In fact, it was only about—I think she was writing it in 

response to all this work that has taken off after Basil Bernstein died. She wrote 

something to the effect of—perhaps all of these people are producing this work after 

Bernstein died because it was quite difficult to write it when he was alive, because he 

was such a big figure in the sociology of education.  

Then she wrote about the long shadow of Bernstein. That if you've worked with 

somebody like Bernstein, who has kind of got fame and in some ways infamy, it's quite 



hard to step outside of his shadow. So instead of being known for your own scholarship, 

you get labelled as a Bernsteinian scholar. 

Stephen: How would you position yourself then? 

Parlo: Now? That's a very good question because at one level I feel very fortunate that I 

did have that pedagogic research experience that many people don't. In some ways I 

think of myself as being very fortunate to have that intellectual journey under his 

mentorship.  

It's kind of a gift in many ways, but also then is there any possibility for me to 

stand—step outside of Basil Bernstein's long shadow? It's only through interactions 

with some of my feminist colleagues and yourself, Stephen, that I've thought Basil was 

actually pushing me to develop my own agenda 20 years ago. For example, Basil 

Bernstein wrote “[o]f considerable interest was that Singh showed the inadequacy of the 

theory to describe and interpret the process of production, fixing and canalising of 

desire’ (p.120)(12). So, he had been writing about the limitations of his ideas in relation 

to thinking about different research problems, and the importance of researchers to keep 

developing new concepts, new models.  

Stephen: But so just to push back on that a little bit further, because I know recently 

you've also developed some of the Bernstein stuff a bit further through the 

psychoanalytic, object relations literature. Is that the right word? 

Parlo: I think my interest—sustained interest in the Bernstein work was that education 

research often isn't fashionable, or schooling research isn't fashionable, let's put it that 

way. Bourdieu did do research on schooling and produced the book: Reproduction in 

Education, Society and Culture(4). 



Whereas with Bernstein, he has stuck with, and constantly gone back over the 

same issue over five volume of Class, Codes and Control(5, 7, 8, 10, 12). He was always 

interested in social inequality through class and the role schools play in relation to 

disrupting, reproducing social inequality. He stayed with the same problem and kept 

trying to understand the complex ways in which institutions that claim to be about 

disrupting inequalities, also reproduce inequality. I actually quite like somebody staying 

with one project over 40 years, but also letting go some ideas and having to rethink and 

reshape ideas and think along different directions. I think that's something quite 

impressive. So, I think the pedagogic encounter of working with Bernstein was 

significant for me, it had lasting affects/effects because it was a thinking together 

journey. And so, when I read and re-read his work, it takes me to that pedagogic 

encounter, a pedagogic thinking journey. 

Stephen: Do you think Bernstein saw the effect of his work in schools? 

Parlo: No. No. That was a very quick response wasn't it? The first time I introduced 

Bernstein’s research myself to my students was when I was teaching a Master of 

Education class. I had to construct my own curriculum for the course and so I 

introduced the students to two of Bernstein’s papers: The Classification and Framing of 

Knowledge, and Visible and Invisible Pedagogies(5). The class included mainly primary 

and secondary school teachers who were studying part-time and coming to classes in the 

evening. I was really quite surprised in some ways, because most of the students still 

related to those two papers. They connected with the ideas. They could see that the 

ideas helped them to think about was happening in their schools. 

Stephen: Surely all of that scholarship was about creating change in schools?  

Parlo: That's a very good question. I don't know. I think Bernstein thought of himself as 



a theoretician. He had been a Director of the Sociological Research Unit at the Institute 

of Education, University of London and was doing a lot of empirical work in the 

1970s—nearly 50 years ago. At the time, Bernstein was operating within a dominant 

model of 'scientific research'. The way he thought about scientific work was to develop 

a theory, underpinned by a set of hypotheses, model what he thought he might find, then 

collect empirical data, and then think about how the data findings align with the 

theory/models. This process provided the condition for growth or refinement of the 

theory. Bernstein, like his contemporaries at the time, was interested in producing a 

‘grand theory’—a theory that could explain the evolution of education systems, 

teachers’ work, the organisation of curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation. All of this was 

designed to answer the central problematic around the role of schooling in reproducing 

or disrupting patterns of social class inequality. In other words, he was trying to develop 

his thesis that schools played an active role in ‘failing’ working class children, despite 

advocating that they rewarded individual students on the basis of inherent talent and 

merit. Policy struggles over curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation are not about ensuring 

equal educational outcomes for working class students. Rather these struggles are 

between different factions of the middle class and related to ensuring that their cultural 

ideas/ideals are taught in schools. 

However, Bernstein’s latter scholarship, particularly scholarship that engaged with the 

philosophical work of Foucault(13-17), was built on work he did with his doctoral 

students. And because he was based in London, he did supervise research students from 

across the world. So, I suspect that Bernstein’s legacy lives on not only in the five 

books(5, 7, 8, 10, 12), but through the deep pedagogic encounters he had with these research 

students, and their engagements with their students. Bernstein did believe in the power 

of pedagogy for change, and so the pedagogies he enacted with his own research 



students, was about putting into practice this change. I can think about this through 

recent, psychoanalytic literature that talks about a third entity, third space, a field 

generated in the psychoanalytic encounter between analyst and analysand. A number of 

psychoanalytic theorists writes about how the intrapsychic and interpersonal experience 

in the encounter between two minds, analyst and analysand, generates the third entity of 

the ‘emotional field’ or ‘analytic third’. Experience unfolds in this analytic third at 

multiple levels, corporeal, conscious, unconscious, emotional, sensory for both 

participants engaged in the analytic encounter leading to the emergence of new 

becomings(18-20). Now in terms of teaching, a teacher can exist in relation to a student, 

and in terms of research, a researcher can only exist in relation to the researched. So, 

what takes place, emerges during these encounters? 

In the pedagogic encounter with Bernstein as teacher, a third entity or field was 

enacted around research as a ‘thinking together’, being and becoming together journey. 

This field was comprised of the teacher, student, books, maps, models, and the 

international community of doctoral students and scholars. This field lived on after 

Bernstein the man passed away and took various forms, an international symposium 

held every two years, conference symposium, and an ongoing legacy of thinking-

together work. I’m not sure, but I think that this might be his greatest legacy. But there 

are other ways that his work had direct impact in schools. The systemic functional 

linguistic scholars, Michael Halliday(21, 22) and Ruqaiya Hasan(23-29), were in ongoing 

dialogue with Bernstein’s sociology and their work, as well as the work of their students 

and colleagues(30-38) was directly incorporated into schooling systems across the world 

in the design of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment.  

Stephen: Wow, okay. Just going back to the purposes of research, and maybe you can 

talk about this with respect to Bernstein and with respect to you, so what did Bernstein 



posit as the purposes of research? 

Parlo: Before I can talk about the purposes of research, I need to think about what 

research is. Bernstein wrote about the importance of producing new knowledge in 

scientific inquiry, something that was NEWS, a new way of thinking about things. He 

was highly critical of the current research economy, arguing that it has generated a 

research culture which does not encourage ‘theoretical innovation or methodological 

disturbances’(12 p.132), Bernstein also wrote about the ‘conceptual syntax’ of theory 

suggesting that ‘we should recognise it for what it is, something good to think with, or 

about. It may alert us to new possibilities, new assemblies, new ways of seeing 

relationships’(12 p.133). 

So, I have taken on some of Bernstein’s ideas about research in my own work. 

But I am also interested in extending this idea about ‘the new’ to what new emerges in 

and through research encounters. So, while Bernstein wrote about the conceptual syntax 

of theory as something good to think with or about, I am interested in what emerges 

through this thinking/listening work, not only the artefacts, objects that might emerge, 

but also new ways of being, new social relations, and figurations. So, this is my journey 

in terms of the theoretical innovation and methodological disturbances mentioned by 

Bernstein in the above quote. Research, for me, is also a ‘democratic right’(39, 40), just as 

is educational equality through free, publicly funded schooling systems.  

Stephen: That's interesting. Is there a connection there through to Marx? I mean, 

because Marx had a particular way of thinking about the relationships between 

philosophy, science and social change? 

Parlo: Let me think out loud. The interesting thing about Bernstein is that many 

constructed him as a radical scholar. I often wondered why they thought he was a 



radical scholar. I suspect it is because he did not follow intellectual fashions. He drew 

on the ideas of sociologists Marx, Durkheim, Weber, Mead (symbolic interactionism), 

as well as linguists (Halliday), psychoanalytic material (Luria) and cultural psychology 

(Vygotsky). And while he had a traditional view of science, theory first, hypothesis, 

empirical data, modelling and so forth, as he engaged in pedagogic thinking work, he 

often operated at the level of intuition and instinct. 

Stephen: Okay. What about you then? 

Parlo: In the early days I thought research was about truth finding in the pursuit of 

social justice. I was going to find the truth about the role schools played in re/producing 

inequality almost like an investigative form of journalism. That was what the job of a 

researcher was supposed to be about—uncovering, unmasking what was really going on 

in schools in terms of addressing issues of social inequality. If the purpose of research 

was about unmasking what was really going on in schools, and somehow, I could do 

this unmasking work through the tools and trade of research, then my job was to 

research and publish in the best journals in my disciplinary field.  

At the same time, I have worked on various ‘partnership projects’ over the past 

few decades with colleagues working on anti-racist and gender equity policies (41-50), 

and with colleagues working on improving literacy outcomes for students attending 

schools in high poverty communities (51-61). But despite the heavy investment in these 

projects educational inequality persists and seems more deeply entrenched.  

So, I have wondered/pondered about the purposes of research. And it has taken 

me back to the pedagogic encounters with Basil, the thinking-together work, and I 

suspect that this is the lasting legacy Basil Bernstein left me with. Research is about a 

thinking journey between researcher and researched which generates a third thing, 

space, object, field. And it is this research field that changes both researcher and 



researched and allows for the emergence of new possibilities, for reaching towards the 

unthinkable.  

My research investments now are in long-term projects with doctoral students 

and working in and with school staff. Such long-term investments provide the 

opportunity (time, space, resources) for the thinking-together work of pedagogic and 

research encounters. 
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