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Teachers all act according to what Sensevy called their practical epistemology (Sensevy, 2011).
They organize their teaching based on ideas pertaining to what they conceive as knowledge.
These ideas constitute for them a kind of theory of knowledge which springs from practice and
controls it. But, more largely, every teacher acts according to a coherent overall conception of
his work and its meaning (a horizon of meaning). If the teacher’s task is constrained by
legislation and regulatory documents, every teacher adopts a critical position towards them in
the discharge of his duties as well as in his political, union, or associative activism.
It therefore seems relevant to investigate not only the tensions that may divide teachers
between “conservatism(s),” “reformism(s),” and “progressivism(s),” but also to examine the
critical arguments they use to foster or overcome these distinctions when some teachers
endeavor to theorize their positions and practices. Now, the history of schooling inclines us to
think that it is sometimes difficult to find out which position is progressive in a context of
struggles within societies. Likewise, deciding, in such a context, whether critical assessments
of a given situation are to be considered progressive or not and why is no easy task. Indeed, it
is not uncommon for teachers to adopt positions conceived as progressive on the political and
social side and which are, at the same time, regarded as fundamentally conservative on the
educative side; such a phenomenon was called demo-elitism (Robert, 2006). Conversely, a
progressive, innovative educational view may be rooted in conservative political conceptions
or in backward-looking, if not reactionary, philosophical options. For instance, eugenics, which
can be considered historically and philosophically as a reactionary ideology, may have had
advocates among the strong supporters of democratic schooling, such as Édouard Toulouse and
Henri Piéron (Garnier, 2015).
Among the numerous questions that may be explored, one concerns the determination
of progressive positions within Hannah Arendt’s framework of the necessary conservatism of
teachers (Arendt, 1972). How is it possible to identify progressive positions, given that the
school is a conservative institution? Such a question underlines the fact that certain

contradictions may prove to be important in teachers’ critical thinking: can an avowedly
progressive position jeopardize, under certain circumstances, the things worthy of
being preserved within the school? And, conversely, can an apparently conservative view prove
itself to be a determined stand against the squandering of the cultural legacy which it is the
school’s duty to preserve? The recent debates in France surrounding middle school reform
(without prejudice to anyone’s position on that matter) may constitute in this regard a
contemporary illustration of this issue. In any case, the Standing Working Group will strive to
identify in the history of education (whether in long-run history or in the history of present
times) situations emblematic of this debate pertaining to the various meanings of terms such as
conservatism, or even reactionary philosophy, reformism and/or progressivism.
For the Orebro University session (19-22th August), in addition to the above indications, a
certain emphasis could be placed on the way in which various authoritarian regimes have
developed their pedagogical action (conservative or reactionary) and whose resistance to this
action has been organized. Resistance in the form of frontal or underground opposition or in
the form of appropriation of progressive pedagogical themes revisited, adapted, transformed,
such as the “active school” or others.
During this session, we could also look at other forms of appropriation: for example, those of
school policy actors who, moderate progressives, aim to take into account the resistances (and
conservatism?) that are expressed within the teachers face the militancy of innovators
considered as too adventurous.
The papers, based on empirical studies, must include analysis and reflections about at less one
of the three notions and their variations (progressivism, reformism, conservatism).

