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Introduction
Generally, university education can be thought of as expanding capabilities.  So the capability approach allows thinking about the purposes and outcomes of university education from the point of view of individual students’ well-being; and, it allows evaluation of pedagogical arrangements (policies and practices). Scholars[footnoteRef:1] have drawn up lists of capabilities for higher education (Boni and Waker, 2013; Bridges, 2013; Calitz, 2016; Crosbie,2013; Flores-Crespo, 2007; Hoppener, 2016; Loots and Walker, 2016; Ongera , 2016; Walker, 2006; Walker and Fongwa, 2016; Walker and Mclean,2013; Wilson-Strydom, 2015. The capabilities that emerge from these lists have a good deal of overlap: for example, frequently appearing are the capabilities for affiliation with others; for critical dispositions; and for forming aspirations.  As might be expected, the capability for ‘knowledge’ always appears in some form in these lists. I am going to argue that coming to understand specific bodies of knowledge at university has a special role as a capability that expands what people value being and doing (their achieved functionings).  [1:  Notably Melanie Walker and her PhD students.] 

 Martha Nussbaum’s has drawn up 10 core human capabilities to which everyone has a right. Of these the capabilities, the capability for ‘practical reason’ (moral and political reason with which to plan one’s life) and ‘affiliation’ (being able to live well with others) are given a ‘special importance’ or are ‘architectonic’ in that they (in her words) ‘organize and suffuse’ (2000, p.82) all other core capabilities, that is: ‘All the items on the list should be available in a form that involves reason and affiliation’ (ibid. pp. 82-83). I want to make a similar case for the capability of university knowing because of its potential to form powerful social identities: so, I’m proposing that the capability for knowing and being a knower should ‘organise and suffuse’ all the other capabilities that university education might expand. 
To make this argument, I first define epistemological access to university knowledge and then show how ‘epistemological access’ worked out empirically in a research project comparing sociology curriculum and pedagogy in four universities.
Epistemological Access
 	Knowledge is the main currency of universities. Students learn bodies of knowledge derived from single, established disciplines; various forms of inter-disciplines some more recent than others; and/or professional fields. From the perspective I am taking, while there might be generic aspects to a university education, the discipline-specific aspect is central (so, for example, critical thinking in one discipline differs from critical thinking in another). In capability terms, I’m arguing that what people know and what they can do with that knowledge is key to their freedom to be and do what they value.
To explain what I mean by epistemological access, I start with Basil Bernstein[footnoteRef:2]  whose work provided the conceptual framework for the sociology curriculum and pedagogy study). His overarching theory was that there are systematic biases in distribution of knowledge in education systems: that is, put simply, the middle-class has more access to more powerful knowledge than the working-class and that perpetuates inequalities in society.  Most important, is unequal access to what he calls ‘vertical discourse’ which is  [2:  D. 2000.  He was the Karl Mannhiem Chair of Sociology of Education at the Institute of Education, London- though dead, white and male he came from a working-class background in the east End of London and was wholly focussed on social justice.] 

[I]s coherent, explicit, systematic, principled, abstracted from meanings embedded in everyday life; and, is found in the specialized languages of disciplines.   It operates at all levels of the official educational system and produces ‘graded performances. (2000, p. 158)
 Vertical discourse is contrasted to ‘horizontal discourse’ which conveys every-day, common-sense meanings necessary in family, peer or community relationships. The reason that vertical discourse is powerful is that it gives people high-ground to think and act beyond local contexts. So, for example, Leesa Wheelhan (2010), writes about how vocational curricula which teaches practical knowledge without any propositional knowledge restricts students’ possibilities.
It is not as simple as this sounds. Education is a system of power and control so, for example, ‘knowledge of the powerful’ can be misrecognised as ‘powerful knowledge’.  Especially in humanities and social sciences what counts as vertical and what counts as horizontal discourse is disputed by academics as producers of knowledge- boundaries are not fixed and it is those who can negotiate the boundaries whose knowledge is power and freedom.  A Bernsteinian analysis of epistemological access, that is, of what students learn and how they learn it can reveal how curriculum and pedagogy shape consciousness, identity and aspiration, sometimes expanding the freedom to imagine and act and sometimes constraining it. The extent to which students can make knowledge their own and manipulate to their own purposes is key.
However, Bernstein himself never used the expression ‘epistemological access’. It was coined by the South African philosopher of education Wally Morrow (1996) as a response to his anxiety that the post-Apartheid government’s prioritising of access to university for black students would be at expense of students being taught ‘to understand and come to care about […] the fundamental rules and principles’ (ibid. p. 38 and p.121) of a discipline because disciplinary understanding bestows the power to practice innovatively and freely. 
However, I have found the dimension added by UK Philosopher Miranda Fricker (2009) particularly generative. She conceptualises individuals as having rights as knowers, enquirers and tellers in society. She identifies two forms of epistemic injustice (when these rights are denied): first, distributive injustice when people do not have access to epistemic goods, such as education; and, secondly, discriminatory injustice whereby people’s knowledge is not taken as credible or is not understood.  For Fricker, epistemic injustice is done to people when (either because they don’t have the means or they are not listened to) they can’t contribute on an equal basis to the shared stock of society’s meanings, ideas, arguments and so on. To express this contribution, she uses Nussbaum’s idea of universal capabilities to propose that one should be ‘social epistemic contribution’[footnoteRef:3].  She admits that she is ‘not sure’ about his proposal and here I shall think of   My proposal is that the knowledge acquired and the knower identity formed at university is the freedom, power,opportunity (the capability) for the function of ‘social epistemic contribution’.  Being a specialised knower is the means.  [3:  ttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u8zoN6GghXk .Accessed June12th 2017.] 

Epistemological access and capability expansion in undergraduate sociology.
Now I’ll discuss how epistemological access and capability expansion played out in undergraduate sociology which was the focus of the ESRC research project ‘Quality and Inequality in Undergraduate Degrees’[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  RES-062-23-1438 Co-investgators were Andrea Abbas and Paul Ashwin.] 

 	Using a Bernsteinian lens, the project compared and contrasted epistemological access and its effects in sociology-related departments in four universities appearing in very different positions in the usual league tables: we called them Community, Diversity, Prestige and Selective to reflect status and character. To pursue the argument here about the architectonic nature and power of acquiring a specific body of knowledge, I’ll discuss how sociological knowledge allowed the students to form specialised pedagogic identities which allowed the capability of social epistemic contribution. Again, I want to emphasise that it is the specificity of knowledge that is important- different specialised identities are produced by different disciplines.
A Specialised Sociological Identity
In Bernstein’s terms, a pedagogic identity is the result of the regulation of individual consciousness by the messages sent by curriculum and pedagogy.   By ‘individual consciousness’ is meant ways of being, becoming, feeling, thinking, relating, motivations and desires. Based on Bernstein’s concept of pedagogic identity, our longitudinal study of curriculum, pedagogy and student experiences and perceptions resulted in the concept of a ‘specialised sociological identity’ with three inter-related aspects: disciplinary, applied- personal/social, and an aspect incorporating a set of performances and dispositions (doing the discipline) (McLean et al, 2013 and 2015).
Broadly, the disciplinary aspect is propositional knowledge. At its heart and put very simply, sociological knowledge offers alternative ways of understanding the relationship between individual lives and social structures. In our study, this was knowing about and understanding sociological theories, empirical examples and methodological approaches.  
In the field of research production, the discipline of sociology presents as always in crisis and with internal struggles, but as curriculum knowledge we found it much more unified, providing powerful high ground from which to understand and engage with real-life problems.  The personal/social aspect of a specialised sociological identity was key. It is about knowing how to apply sociological insights- how to think sociologically or in C Wright Mills terms to develop a ‘sociological imagination’ to not only analyse ‘what is’ but also to imagine ‘what might be’. It’s the ability to bring vertical and horizontal discourse into relation with each other. We found students sometimes relating sociological knowledge to themselves and sometimes to others.
I’ve been learning about social deprivation. You can link it to causes, to being able to analyse [with different] underlying theories. You can apply utilitarianism theory [which] matches a crime to punishment, taking into account no personal circumstances, like poverty or anything. […] But then being able to put a contrasting theory […]. I enjoy and feel that it is rewarding doing that kind of thing. It helps you to feel more sympathetic towards certain groups, like the homeless for example. The lengths they have to go to, to survive basically.  I mean it’s through need more than greed. […] So, it’s opened my eyes to social divisions a lot more. (Maurice, Community, working-class, white British, young [had epilepsy]. Year 3)
Girls are seen as more timid and fragile, […] but why? It’s because it’s always been like that and it’s so engraved in society […] and then males -I’m not saying everyone, but most people they really, really do think that ‘Oh yeah, I need to protect the girls’ and it makes you think about your own life, especially where I come from, an Asian culture [where] there’s more male dominance […] and it’s not anybody’s fault, it’s just that it’s what they know. It’s just what they’ve been taught. (Lisha, Diversity, working-class, British Bangladeshi, young. Year 3)
Overall, the specialised identity we saw being formed was of a person with the capability of combining vertical and horizontal discourse to shed light on everyday lives and issues. 
 	The performative aspect of a sociological identity denotes what it is students must be and do to inhabit the discipline and to produce legitimate texts that link the disciplinary and personal/social aspects. We found two parts to the performative aspect: possession of a set of dispositions, for example being questioning, critical, analytical and open-minded; and, academic competence, that is the capacity to perform the discipline by way of text work (reading and writing), discussion, and research work (for example, analysing texts/images; interviewing; designing surveys). 
Critical dispositions were highly valued by students who repeatedly told us that their minds and eyes had ‘opened’ about themselves, others and society; they had become more questioning; they could ‘think outside the box’; they did not take anything for granted; they challenged what they saw and heard; and, they argued with people. These dispositions, they told us, had changed them in ways they not only valued and but were committed to and knowledge permeated their way of seeing the world, for example:
The fundamental message is don’t take anything for granted. […]That’s definitely for me the best thing I’ve got out of  [my course]; questioning things all the time.[…] It has opened my eyes too much. I’ve been too exposed to reading certain things that are happening around me […], I can’t just shut my eyes and go back to normality. I don’t think I can do that now, I’d feel like I am betraying myself and what I think and what I believe in. (Martin, Community, working-class, white British, young. Year 3)
Because of what I’ve learned in terms of [. . .] knowledge about the way society is, it’s made me question more everything, and I like that because not everything has a definite answer, and I like the diversity of seeing everything differently and seeing new things and it impacts on me as a person, how I behave towards others [. . .] it’s helped me become a better person purely because of the experience and seeing new things. (Leena, Diversity, working-class, British Bangladeshi, young. Year 3)
It’s like you’ve come out of a cage you’ve been inhabiting, or as if you’ve come out of a fog and things are starting to be clear and you’re starting to get an understanding and you start thinking ‘Oh God now I understand that’. (Frida, Prestige, working-class, white British, mature [40s]. Year 3) 
	 
We found all three aspects of the specialised sociological identity being expressed in and formed by way of curriculum and pedagogy in all four departments. Nevertheless, the ideal forms were differently inflected: Community’s sociological knowledge was highly applied and embedded in criminology- the graduate specialised identity projected was as a competent criminal justice/public service professional; Diversity offered a single sociology curriculum which strongly emphasised using knowledge to understand self and society- the identity was of  enlightened citizen; Prestige focused on a curriculum constituted of the research knowledge of academics and projected an graduate identity as influential sociology academic; and Selective’s curriculum was closely tied to large social issues, projecting a graduate identity of highly-influential public-service professionals.
Whatever the different inflections, students in all departments were expected to recognise how sociological knowledge illuminates social life; and, they were expected to demonstrate their understanding in written and spoken texts and in undertaking research. And students felt transformed by their knowledge: they valued the new insights and changed perspectives. We also found that becoming a specific kind of sociological knower opened up access to what Bernstein calls pedagogic rights, which for today I argue are the conditions for the capability of social epistemic contribution.
.	Pedagogic rights.  For Bernstein, (2000) knowledge gained in education in democratic societies should give access to three pedagogic rights 
1. At the level of the individual, ‘enhancement’ is the right to the means of critical understanding, which results in confidence. Coming to understand and use sociological knowledge gave students the confidence to express views/opinions about the relationship between individuals and society. 
2. At the social level, ‘inclusion’ is the right to be included socially, intellectually, culturally, and personally, which results in a sense of belonging. Students thought of themselves as belonging to a loose group of people who are differentiated by having useful and specialised knowledge and understanding about individuals and society. 
3. At the political level, ‘participation’ is the right and capacity to participate actively in political processes. Though most students did not plan for direct political participation (other than voting), they saw their knowledge as being of use in or out of employment.
Whatever the pedagogic identity, the rights should be accessed. In my argument, the conditions for the function of social epistemic contribution is for people to have knowledge in which they have confidence and which they can confidently express in a society they feel part of and in which they are listened to.  A university education can’t create all these conditions but it can contribute to some. 
The Pedagogical Arrangements: Spotlight on Teaching
Before I finish, I want to say something about what pedagogic arrangements might support processes of identity formation, so that new knowledge and understandings reframe previous knowledge of self and of the world.  The type of capability expansion that I have outlined so far is ideal: even if it is empirically grounded, it can’t be guaranteed and nor is it absolute- identities can be shaky and there are degrees of knowledge acquisition. The quality of teaching and learning is the key mediator.
In Bernstein’s terms an analysis of good-quality means an examination of what is taught and how it is taught which he refers to as the classifications and framings of curriculum and pedagogy, which can be weak or strong. By way of illustration, Diversity was a university that appears low in rankings and recruits relatively disadvantaged students, many from ethnic minority backgrounds. On our reading, Diversity was doing exceptionally well at expanding their students’ capability for knowledge and knowing and therefore for the function of social epistemic contribution. The reasons we came to this judgement are: 
Curriculum
· First, the curriculum was strongly and visibly sociological, so the students were given opportunities to understand what sociology is and is not.  
· Secondly, the vertical discourse of the discipline was strongly and visibly connected to the horizontal discourse of students’ lives. The course team worked hard to understand and relate knowledge to their students’ pre-existing passions, ambitions, and identities.  
· Thirdly, what was expected in sociological ‘texts’ (talk, essays, research) was visible and supported.  In sum, all three aspects of a specialised sociological identity were strongly classified and visible in the curriculum. At the same time, independence was supported, mostly through the final-year dissertation. 
Pedagogy
· Similarly, pedagogical framings were strong and visible to overcome the barriers of structural ‘unpreparedness’ for university study.  
· Explicit guidance was given about what was expected from assignments and the dissertation was particularly well supported. 
· Academics worked hard on relationship with students: the emotional labour was evident, they were unfailingly available, friendly and encouraging.  
· But the arrangements were not perfect: weakly-framed, democratic relationships with academics appeared to result in ill-disciplined behaviour, which deteriorated as the degree progressed. Such behaviour compromised the students’ efforts to study sociology. (In the other three departments students reported seminar discussion improving).  The solution to mitigating the problem involved stronger more visible framing, though (importantly so the democratic nature was retained) negotiated with the students themselves: a ‘respect’ contract which made explicit the expectations for seminar performances. 
It is not coincidental that Diversity’s course leader and other academics in the department had a special research interest in pedagogy. They were not only research-active sociologists, modelling the passion, argument, evidence, and criticality of being and practicing sociology, but also had educational knowledge.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Diversity demonstrates the powerful capability expanding possibilities of sociological knowledge, when tutors know what they are doing and when students understand that they are engaged in an educative process (Ashwin et al, 2016).  It is an empirical question that we cannot answer whether what we found at Diversity is extraordinary or even the only course of its quality. Notwithstanding, Diversity’s sociology course shows us what a capability expanding university education might look like and the role of knowledge in it. 
 Conclusion
To conclude: we should remember that a capability is a freedom or effective possibility, it is the student’s choice whether it is realised and becomes an achievement. My argument is that acquiring powerful, abstract knowledge, which resides in the disciplines and professional fields taught in universities, bestows confidence, a sense of place in society and the means to participate in it, in one way or another.  In other words, becoming a knower, understanding the what and applications of university disciplinary or professional knowledge offers the freedom to choose to make a social epistemic contribution as citizens and workers in democratic society
.
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