
Educa&on in the life course - educa&onal rela&ons

Individual, Culture and Ins0tu0ons in Global Change

Research and teaching in the Department of Educa0on and Social Sciences of the Faculty of 

Human Sciences at the University of Cologne are characterized by an ac0ve-cri0cal reflec0on 

of the processes and results of global change, whereby educa0on is fundamentally 

understood as educa0on in the life course as well as integrated into social rela0ons. 

Educa0on is inves0gated on an individual, ins0tu0onal and societal level as well as in their 

interconnectedness. The individual level includes educa0onal processes and trajectories in 

the life phases of childhood, adolescence, adulthood and old age. The ins0tu0onal level 

includes the design of educa0onal offerings and educa0onal prac0ces in elementary school 

and out-of-school educa0on as well as in higher educa0on, adult educa0on, and geragogy. 

On the societal level, mediality, interculturality, migra0on and gender as well as social milieus

are focused on as factors that both co-determine educa0onal rela0onships and that are 

generated and transformed by them. The levels are permeated by social and cultural 

prac0ces, heterogeneity and diversity, and encompass both (non-)formal and informal 

educa0onal processes. 

At the global level, the focus is on cri0cal reflec0on and analysis of the construc0ve and 

destruc0ve effects of our ac0ons and research on the environment and our fellow human 

beings, and on global and ecological responsibility with its ethical implica0ons and conflicts. 

Related to this, in research and teaching, is work on the transforma0on of educa0on to 

develop knowledge and trust to meet the challenges of the ecological crisis in the context of 

educa0onal processes. 

Since the early 1990s - the end of the bloc confronta0on and the Cold War - processes of 

Europeaniza0on and globaliza0on have gained addi0onal momentum, linked to the 'digital 

revolu0on' that has intensified since the end of the 20th century: This has had and con0nues 

to have the effect of changing almost all areas of life, and is permanently altering world 

society, as are the global climate and demographic changes in Western civiliza0ons, not least 

in West German society. Pedagogical prac0ce is involved in these highly complex and 

accelerated processes of change, which are effec0ve globally, regionally and locally. These 

processes are characterized on the one hand by an increasing spa0al and temporal 

dissolu0on of boundaries of informa0on and educa0on, but at the same 0me also by the 



limita0on and threat to learning experiences and forms of knowledge. Cultural forms of 

knowledge and individual educa0onal processes are changing, as are the instances and 

contexts of socializa0on processes and the demands and courses of educa0onal, professional

and life biographies. The changes generate new rela0ons between homogeneity and 

heterogeneity, integra0on and segrega0on, individual and collec0ve iden00es, formal and 

informal educa0on, and alter the structures of lifelong learning, educa0on, and con0nuing 

educa0on. 

From the perspec0ve of the educa0onal and social sciences, the current phase of digi0zed 

globaliza0on brings about novel challenges in dealing with complexity and con0ngency, with 

enhancing confusion and uncertainty. Societal and clima0c, but also biographical side effects 

of subjec0ve decisions, choices and ac0ons need to be dealt with, and problems of high 

complexity require mastery. Life-world, cultural and social diversity in heterogeneous 

socie0es, overlapping economic, ecological and social inequality structures and changed 

migra0on processes, cultural iden00es and gender rela0ons, entrepreneurial and fitness-

related self-op0miza0on pressures and historically changed domes0c and non-European 

forms of government and poli0cal discourse prac0ces all pose new challenges to educa0on 

and knowledge, and impact on everyday pedagogical life. Addi0onal challenges require 

a[en0on to the consequences of social poverty and precariousness on the one hand, as well 

as changing mechanisms of privilege on the other; the consequences of the segrega0on of 

cultural milieus; and the spli]ng off of poli0cal scenes and media networks in their 

contradictory facets and performa0ve prac0ces. Educa0on has become, not only a 

cons0tu0ve feature of modern economy, but furthermore an organizing and integra0ng 

principle, as well as a problem source for modern socie0es in their cultural diversity. 

Educa0on, knowledge acquisi0on, educa0onal management and further educa0on are 

organized in and permeated by specific social rela0ons; they encompass the en0re life course

and are at the same 0me a lifelong task for each individual. Each individual receives formal 

educa0on in ins0tu0ons ranging from early childhood to adult and con0nuing educa0on. 

However, processes of informal and non-formal educa0on begin early in the life course, both 

within and outside of educa0onal ins0tu0ons, and con0nue throughout the life span. 

Ques0ons of the individual about iden0ty forma0on and social par0cipa0on in areas of 

produc0on and reproduc0on repeatedly arise at many points in life. Individuals learn and 

educate not only within educa0onal ins0tu0ons, but learning and educa0onal processes 



unfold throughout life in all lifeworld contexts. These can be interconnected or they can be 

mutually exclusive and lead to conflict. This results in persistent and reconfiguring social 

inequali0es in the educa0onal system, both in terms of persistent disadvantage of social 

groups by social origin or cultural a[ribu0ons, and in terms of the educa0onal privilege of 

the social middle, which has become a lifelong educa0onal compulsion. Educa0on is neither 

limited to learning experiences in educa0onal ins0tu0ons nor to those in certain phases of 

life, and a focus on transcultural and democra0c socie0es requires the educa0onal and social

science conceptualiza0on of an educa0on in the life course.

Educa0on is not a straigh_orward process, but is rather ambivalent and contradictory: On 

the one hand, the subject is to be promoted in its diversity, aesthe0cs and reflexivity; on the 

other hand, processes of selec0on and exclusion, of iden0fica0on and forma0on, are always 

connected with it. Educa0on can be interpreted as a comprehensive and purposeless 

development of the human being and yet it always means school and voca0onal educa0on 

against the background of specific expecta0ons and standardiza0ons. Educa0onal 

advancement and educa0onal disadvantage are closely related, as individual educa0on 

contributes to social integra0on in the context of social norming and collec0ve separa0ons; 

these processes of integra0on, classifica0on, and separa0on are in turn linked to prac0ces of 

classifica0on, categoriza0on, and dis0nc0on. Thus, while educa0on refers to general and 

universally recognized life skills, these are not equally available or desirable for all people.

The profile "Educa0on in the Life Course - Educa0onal Rela0ons. Individuals, Ins0tu0ons and 

Society in Global Change" examines educa0on as a life-0me process of percep0ve, thinking 

and ac0ng engagement with oneself, others and the world. An essen0al characteris0c of 

such educa0onal processes is the repeated experience of difference between ins0tu0onal 

requirements and individual abili0es. From an educa0onal and social science perspec0ve, 

the focus at the individual level is therefore on those educa0onal processes with which 

difference becomes tangible as a biographical experience in the life course within and 

between the life phases of childhood, adolescence, adulthood and old age, and can be traced

in its reproduc0on or processing. Educa0onal biographies unfold in rela0on to 'inner logics' 

of educa0onal ins0tu0ons over the life0me and the respec0ve historically evolved 

educa0onal system of a society. Knowledge about individual processing is therefore 

supplemented in the profile by empirically founded and theore0cally elaborated research 

and teaching on the ins0tu0onal framework condi0ons of elementary, school and out-of-



school educa0on as well as further educa0on and geragogy. This is a prerequisite for the 

produc0on of pedagogical and sociological professional knowledge and includes knowledge 

about medially mediated and digitalized forms of prac0ce. In addi0on, this knowledge makes

it possible to create professional offerings and school and out-of-school situa0ons in which 

people of all ages can be challenged to crea0vely engage with themselves, with others, and 

with the world.

Furthermore, the educa0onal and social sciences face the task of placing global as well as 

local or (trans-)na0onal standardiza0ons and requirements of modern knowledge socie0es in

their interconnec0ons and manifold manifesta0ons in the context of their individual 

processing. In this context, the department’s study of educa0on takes into account social 

condi0ons with regard to technical and media0ng effects, worldwide migra0on movements, 

condi0ons and results of global and local interculturality and ecological transforma0on 

processes, changed living arrangements and gender rela0ons, ques0ons of persistent and 

changing social inequality and demographic change.

In this perspec0ve, educa0onal processes (non-formal, formal and informal) cannot be 

grasped without taking into account cultural and social prac0ces and the heterogeneity and 

diversity they weave through each other. Heterogeneity and diversity are thus as much 

research and teaching topics as are the organiza0onal forms of school and out-of-school 

educa0onal se]ngs, through which cultural and social prac0ces are generated and 

transformed at the same 0me. Learning and educa0on as the forma0on of subjec0ve 

pa[erns of interpreta0on and reflexive self- and world rela0ons take place in these contexts. 

This is not only a ma[er of researching educa0onal acquisi0on and the processing of 

knowledge stocks among children, adolescents, adults and the elderly, or the educa0onal 

content and medially organized forms of prac0ce in preschool, school and further educa0on 

ins0tu0ons. Con0ngencies - such as the unavailability of knowledge and the behavioral 

pa[erns of social milieus designated as educa0onally distant, as well as the ambivalences 

and resistances of adolescents and adults to standardized, economized, and digi0zed 

instrumentaliza0on - are equally relevant and central to this profile, since ques0ons of the 

resistant, the corporeal, and the incommensurable, of transforma0on and the problema0c, 

violent, and conflictual are of equal interest.

It is then also the task of the educa0onal and social sciences to work through relevant 

theories and discourses of their disciplines in their scien0fic genesis in order to be able to 



gain interpreta0ve horizons for problem defini0ons. Furthermore, it is a ma[er of (further) 

developing theories against the background of an interdisciplinary exchange, which enable 

the percep0on, research and analysis of problem situa0ons. In this way, historically cri0cal 

terms, concepts and strands of argumenta0on are elaborated for educa0onal and social 

science ques0ons and subject areas, and perspec0ves for possible further developments are 

sketched out. At the same 0me, the empirical view is expanded through a methodological 

discussion, which understands prac0ce as the field through which processes of 

communica0ve nego0a0on and defini0on can be analyzed. A balancing between educa0onal

theory and educa0onal research, between theory development and methodologies, 

scien0fic approaches to learning, educa0on and educa0onal rela0ons and empirical 

processes of knowledge about prac0ce, organiza0onal and professional ac0on evokes cri0cal 

reflec0ons on basic pedagogical and social scien0fic assump0ons.

Given the presence of educa0on, upbringing and socializa0on in public discourses and the 

high expecta0ons placed on educa0on and educa0onal ins0tu0ons, another central task of 

the educa0onal and social sciences is to examine them scien0fically, but to pursue this 

examina0on through the design of educa0onal and social science concepts, and to analyze 

these concepts in terms of their educa0onal and social consequences and side-effects. In this

sense, the educa0onal and social sciences not only provide knowledge about the design, 

recep0on and effec0veness of educa0onal rela0onships and processes and their professions 

(e.g., about the ac0ons of teachers). In a reflexive perspec0ve, they always see themselves as

an authority that distances itself from its object by describing it from outside, takes it for 

granted, and frees itself from everyday convic0ons and control expecta0ons in order to 

illuminate the social prerequisites and condi0ons of educa0on. This includes the inclusion of 

interdisciplinary knowledge from those disciplines that deal with health and care, with 

housing and space, materiality and technology, with ques0ons of jus0ce or social and 

ecological management.

The research fields of formal, non-formal and informal, school and out-of-school learning and

educa0onal processes of individuals, which are related to the individual phases of life, always

contain interna0onal and transcultural issues. Interna0onal compara0ve research on 

ins0tu0onal forms, condi0ons and prac0ces of professional ac0on in different systems as 

well as pedagogical prac0ces in social contexts and individual lifestyles take global change 

into account. In this way, research opens up the possibility of looking at infrastructural and 



living standards, social poverty and the educa0on system, but also structures of social 

inequality and differen0a0on from an interna0onal perspec0ve and at the same 0me 

analyzing them cri0cally: Which countries have which educa0onal standards, forms of 

schooling, ways of life, and (trans-) cultural and media-mediated forms of prac0ce? Which of 

these enable more possibili0es for learning and educa0onal processes in childhood and 

adolescence, in adulthood and old age? What insights can be derived from this for 

educa0onal policy, and what educa0onal measures can be established?

Against this background, individual forms of life and subjec0ve processes of upbringing and 

educa0on are placed in the context of biography, culture, social norms and resistance to 

them, as well as ins0tu0onaliza0on and the entanglements, overlaps and indeterminacies 

between social, symbolic and material prac0ces and field-specific structures, between socio-

cultural milieus and organiza0onal cultures and their intra- and intergenera0onal rela0ons, 

between reproduc0on and renewal of cultural forms, pa[erns and movements, focusing in 

par0cular on socially and pedagogically relevant, gender- and migra0on-related, as well as 

age-, class- and scene-related classifica0ons and stereotyping.


