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Jan Blommaert on education: Teaching, research and activism 

Jan Blommaert  
(Tilburg University) 

 

in conversation with  
 

Jenny-Louise Van der Aa 
(KU Leuven) 

 

Jen: Welcome Jan Blommaert. Jan, what’s an anthropologist’s business in education? 

Jan: Well in a general sense I think an anthropologist’s business is life, human life. And so the orginal 
meaning of anthropology is the study of man. So the scope of anthropology is never-ending. It starts 

with the most simple of human behaviours and goes to the most complex ones. And schools of course 

are in any modern society one of these institutions where you see in very many ways the future, the 

present and the past of the society in which the school operates. In that sense, anthropologically, it’s 
inescapable as an environment for anthropological investigation. 

Jen: You’ve recently published a book in Dutch which was based on an English essay, “Looking back at 
what was important”. One of the main things in education is teaching of course. You’ve been a teacher 
yourself your whole life basically, for more than thirty years. What should we remember from your 

teaching activities? 

Jan: Ehm…altruism. I think that’s the key. I’m a member of a generation of lecturers who strongly 
believed in a sort of humanism in education. And so you begin to teach because you love human beings; 

you love the students in front of you and you genuinely care about them. And in that sense for me, 

lecturing and all the activities that come with it, such as teaching but also tutoring, was all about giving. 

It’s all about the other; it’s all about the students. So you’re a good lecturer when students basically 
learn from you. You’re not a good lecturer when you manage to produce extremely sophisticated 
discourses, powerpoints, brilliant prose and so on. No, you’re a good lecturer when your students learn 
something from you. And we have to adjust to students: the opposite is never true. Or at least I have to 

qualify it. I would always in the first lecture of the year tell my students that I would aim just one inch 

above their heads, okay, and that they had to stretch a bit in order to close that gap. So you’ve got to 
raise yourself a bit to be with me, and that’s what students have to do. But it all starts from a 
fundamental human altruism in which you see your duty, the vocation, that brings you to the classroom 

and that makes you give to others that what you have to give. And it is also that altruism which creates 

quality control or a certain strictness when it comes to quality. You must be demanding. When you give 

stuff, it needs to be good stuff. It needs to be the best stuff you have. So don’t underestimate your 
students, make sure that they stretch a little bit; but while you do that, give them the very best you 

have. Don’t give them the science that was relevant five years or a decade ago, give them the science 

that is relevant right now.  

Jen: Do you have any examples in teaching? Do you get these ideas from somewhere? What’s the 
foundation of those ideas? 

Jan: Well, you know, I never had ambition to become a professor. It was never a plan and I was never 

intended by faith or by birth to be programmed to become an academic. It happened by accident. It was 
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a career that was drafted for me by other people. It was other people who said “you have to come and 
work with me”. And that’s how I became an academic which I considered a gift. Then I decided, the 

moment I had become an academic, and a lecturer, to become the best teacher I never had. And so I 

decided never to do the stuff I hated as a student. That had to do with particular styles of lecturing, 

particular topics, particular attitudes to the students, avoiding difficulty in content and minimizing the 

capacity of students and thus under-developing their research ideas and skills. No, I was not gonna do 

that. And so I walked into my first lectures with a very strong conviction that I should never be known as 

a mediocre teacher or someone who would only be remembered because their lectures were so boring, 

trivial or mediocre. I wanted to be remembered as a good one, as a guy who was worth remembering 

because he always gave us the best stuff he had at that particular time. Of course this didn’t happen 
overnight. I made every mistake that one can possibly make in the lecture room and then learned from 

it. But I basically always walked into the lecture room fully prepared with the best I had and I would give 

it 90 minutes when the lecture was 90 minutes. Not 60 minutes, no nonsense, if you have to teach, you 

have to teach and do it well.  

Jen: Oh yes, we do remember you running out of the auditorium multiple times sweating heavily. 

Besides teaching, education is of course also about design. Besides the ones you already mentioned, do 

you have any didactic principles you would want to share? 

Jan: Other than general principles, let me mention two in particular. The first one is the notion of the 

collective in the construction of knowledge. So when we lecture, we’re involved in the construction of 
knowledge and all of our students are invited to join. In my classes, invariably, there are parts of the 

assignments that they have to do collectively, as a group. And it’s there on purpose. You know, there is 

nothing about me that is individualistic when I teach. That altruistic principle is motivated at a deeper 

level, namely that all knowledge needs to be built collectively in order to be knowledge. And it needs to 

be communicated as well, so there is no knowledge if it isn’t communicated as knowledge. This is a 
didactic, even a pedagogic principle which I find very important and enormously productive. The second 

principle is “use all there is to be used”, with a little wink in the direction of the late Dell Hymes. I mean 
that these days we have access to technology that wasn’t even available when I was a student, and even 
when you were a student, Jen.  

Jen: Yeah, I still walked around with huge cassette recorders and VHS tapes in the field haha… 

Jan: Yeah, and we walked around with very cheap throw-away photo cameras. And you could only make 

one photo at a time, while nowadays with a smartphone you can make five in a second. So there is this 

technology and for people of my generation it was totally new, we had to acquire it in order to integrate 

it in everything we did. Now think of the genesis of the .pdf. When I was a student and even in the first 

decade of being an academic, we had no pdf’s. So this is an invention which came into academic life and 
according to some, makes it better and improves it. According to others, it causes the fragmentation of 

knowledge and what have you. My invitation basically would be to explore everything. Reason being, all 

of these new items require new skills and we should have them. Or better said, we should have access 

to them, notably through collective work with our students! So most of my teaching now is in a program 

on online culture. Now of course, I with my age and my background, I would never be an expert in the 

use of social media these days, but my students are. They are digital natives, and whenever I bump into 

something that is unknown to me, the only thing I need to do is to ask my students and they show me 

that new app and how to use it. They show me the weirdest stuff they encounter; they show me 
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transgression and so on. So we have to use every tool there is to use that can improve the circulation 

and the quality of knowledge. 

Jen: Besides teaching and designing education, you have also researched education in most of your life. 

You studied multilingualism, poetics, superdiversity and so on. What were very important themes in 

your educational research? 

Jan: I would say the idea of informal learning. You have learning that is organized through schools and 

other highly recognizable organizations and institutions, hugely important as I already outlined. But of 

course, here again, all this new technology comes in. There is a new learning environment that might 

support the learning environment in schools but is very often seen as negative to it, as the enemy of 

learning sort of. When children are playing video games, in which they write a whole lot, or are active on 

their smart phones, it is often seen by mom and dad as anti-learning, while they learn a lot. And it is 

precisely the interaction between formal and informal learning that I have always in many ways 

emphasized. Let me give an example. These new technologies, e.g. smart phones, have also brought 

new forms of literacy into our societies. Traditionally, literacy is a thing that is acquired from above, you 

know. So my generation, older folk, would basically be the agents of literacy, teaching the young 

generation how to be literate. All these new technologies have reversed that now. We have to learn 

from the younger generation, how these new forms of literacy operate. And here is the interesting 

thing: most of these literacies, e.g. how to be successful on Instagram, need to be acquired informally in 

an extremely dense and extremely organized informal learning environment. So they have learning 

opportunities that we often miss when we look at the learning level of younger people or the things 

they are good at. Here’s a thing I learnt from Gunter Kress: I look at learning as everything we acquire, 

really everything, in terms of knowledge and skills throughout life, including the bad stuff. So all of that 

is learning and it is the fundamental processes of learning that are changing now, and we need take a 

look at that. 

Jen: There we have to program for educational anthropology for the next twenty years, haha. You once 

mentioned that Gunter Kress, whom you just talked about, hadn’t defined what pedagogy meant to him 
for almost all his life. Can I ask you the same question? 

Jan: Yeah. I hear a frequent confusion everywhere, including in schools of education, and it is the use of 

the word ‘pedagogy’ for what is in fact didactics: the technique of bringing learning to a classroom while 
of course historically pedagogy is about theory. Pedagogy is about a theory of learning, about acquiring 

particular forms of knowledge. Now Gunter had such a theory but he was very weary and reluctant to 

make it explicit because he was always doubting about the quality of that theory. The confusion is very 

similar to the one we have with two other notions: method and methodology. You read a dissertation 

with a chapter on ‘methodology’ and it only talks about ‘method’. Methodology also, like a number of 
other things, refers to theory.  And that also counts for pedagogy. So it’s a major difference you know. 
And of course we need to work on the didactics of actual teaching and bringing it to the classroom (the 

tricks, the do’s and don’t’s of lecturing), but more importantly, behind it you need to have a coherent 

pedagogy. The thing I just said about the informal learning environment is a statement of a pedagogical 

nature, not a didactic one. It has to do with the precise places of learning in a society, and so you need a 

sort of imagination of society there that enables you to find these places and to address them 

accordingly as sites of research and inquiry.  

Jen: Wonderful. It’s really a great time to research education. 
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Jan: Yeah, but the only problem is the funding of course haha. 

Jen: Yeah of course haha. Do you think it’s more difficult for educational projects to get funding than for 
others? 

Jan: There’s a lot of money going into educational research, but often it’s very trivial. Things like the 

PISA research, measuring and so on… There’s a lot of EU and nation state money going into research of 
that particular nature. But I haven’t seen any of those projects addressing the sort of stuff that is on my 
agenda.  

Jen: In educational research you very early on addressed diversity. Was this because of a principle you 

had or just because it had become a reality, or both? 

Jan: There was an interesting intersection in my life between a more political standpoint, the more 

personal level of engagement, and an academic one that was inspired to do research on a number of 

issues. The political side is easily sketched: the fight against racism and the importance in my own 

society of the recognition of diversity, and the struggle against the New Extreme Right that was 

emerging, as well as against mainstream politics. I saw in my environment individuals and communities 

whom I was familiar with that lacked essential rights and opportunities in social life either because of 

forms of racism and discrimination, or simply because of the denial of diversity. The academic side has 

to do with my own development as a linguistic anthropologist. I very quickly became highly dissatisfied 

with explanations of language in/and society that overlooked diversity. Let me give an example: the use 

of so-called ‘eye dialect’ in certain transcripts. So you have two people, one with an immigrant accent 
and another with a native accent, e.g. in the official context of an asylum application. And I would see 

the transcripts in which no accent was visible. It had simply been edited into a sort of standardized 

language form which was essentially equal for the two participants. And that’s when I became very 
dissatisfied because I knew from experience that accent was an element in the game. And then I 

wondered how on earth are you able to overlook that level of diversity – it’s so banal. In linguistic 
anthropology and in a number of branches of the study of language in society taken more broadly, it 

was overlooked – it was not even there. Now to refer once again to Dell Hymes, his and also John 

Gumperz’ views were that the subject matter of sociolinguistics is diversity in language…at all levels. So 
any form of diversity in language would be the stuff of sociolinguistics. I was entirely seduced by that 

vision and I implemented it quite meticulously throughout my career. And I still find it the most inspiring 

area of inquiry, reason being, it never ends. So whenever you have described one level of diversity, 

society changes again and you’re facing new forms of diversity. It’s never ending, and from a research 
point of view that’s of course extraordinarily exciting.  

Jen: Absolutely. I remember presenting a paper on my thesis work at a conference once and it was 

actually the late Michael Silverstein who pointed out a small phonetic detail which, as you remembered, 

changed the entire point of my PhD thesis. So yes, it’s incredibly important. So Jan, a couple more 
things. Chuck Briggs recently invited linguistic anthropologists to go and talk to medical anthropologists 

in the midst of the covid-19 crisis as this gives both disciplines so much common ground for research. 

Whom should educational anthropologists go and talk to? 

Jan: I would say to linguistic anthropologists and sociolinguists as well. These days they only talk to 

applied linguists. But I think they need to understand that what happens in a school can very often only 

be understood by looking outside of school. And so language inequality in a classroom is always a 



 6 

reflection of language inequality at another level of society. It may take a different shape or a different 

form, but the basic structures would be identical. So in that sense, what they need are encounters with 

scholars of language or of meaning-making in general.  

Jen: Semiotics perhaps as well? 

Jan: Yeah. So what we now see is that linguistic anthropology increasingly becomes in reality semiotic 

anthropology. It’s a lot broader than language. Well, those are the people that educational 
anthropologists could really get a good dialogue with, yeah. 

Jen: What about new research in education. With the new technology and so on, anything that you and I 

couldn’t do in the nineties? Any ideas or thoughts? 

Jan: Well, you and I, Jen, were already doing in the eighties and nineties what I still recommend now. 

We never accepted the synchronic present. We always included change in our perspective. And here I 

think is the agenda for anyone, anybody, in the humanities and social sciences. When you set your 

research program, you know it will consume your life. Make sure it includes an acute eye for change 

within your field. That means that you will have to re-brand yourself like five, six times in your career, 

like I had to learn about social media very late in my career. But it’s fun. The entire idea is to think about 

research on issues that are inevitably open for change; they will change at one point. What you do 

needs to be relevant, so don’t go for the big recipes.  

Jen: The sausage factory… 

Jan: We’re not producing sausages. We are producing unique knowledge products, that each time need 

to speak to reality. Well, reality changes. The bastard changes all the time; society refuses to sit still. 

Well, we have to adjust to that and incorporate it in our research. 

Jen: Do you wanna say anything to our activist colleagues? 

Jan: Well, you know, activism has become a dirty word. And especially an activist academic, from a 

number of political viewpoints in society, is the ultimate enemy. So an academically-employed 

intellectual who also has a political range of views, ideas and principles, that are made active, hence the 

word ‘activist’. In my life, whenever I doubted the importance of what I was doing academically (and 
that happened very frequently, believe me), the answer was given by my activism. And the answer was: 

because THEY need it, these activists, trade union people but also school teachers. I gave lectures all 

through my life to non-academic audiences ranging from trade unions to individuals and organizations 

across the social spectrum, and I was everywhere. I was literally everywhere. I also wrote fifteen small 

books in Dutch for which I never got any academic recognition of course, but they were vulgarizing small 

books that were used in trade unions, in-service language programs and so on. So the activists were also 

my audience and THEY told me my academic work was valuable. They told me to continue; they told me 

to do more; they asked me questions that then became like priorities in research for me. And in that 

sense, it is your activism basically that keeps you alive as an academic. Because all of us have a question 

of relevance: are we relevant? Your academic bosses will never give you a straight answer because you 

have to write an evaluation every year and there’s quality reviews on a non-stop basis. So you won’t get 
the answer there. You get it in society at large. So the bottom line is: no politician is ever gonna answer 

your question of relevance – she or he is wrongly placed for that. Don’t worry about what they say, just 
go on you know, being activists. You learn tremendously outside of the gates of the university. You learn 
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a lot by speaking to teachers, social workers, police officers and so on. You learn a lot. And don’t do it 

just in the context of fieldwork. Do it in the context of everyday life. 

Jen: Many literacy programs are defunded now, both in Europe and the US. How can we research 

literacy now?  You already mentioned informal learning environments. 

Jan: Ehm…literacy, say multilingualism, is politically strongly discouraged, and also defunded. Now what 

we see is that as usual society takes over. So where there’s a real need, you would see volunteers 
entering in action, organizing small classes and so on. So there would be platforms where literacy is still 

acquired but it would be outside of the environments of formal education. That’s the challenge and 
that’s why you need to be an activist, be in society, walk around on an almost daily basis. You will find all 
of that stuff in the informal learning environment. And it’s very resilient, believe me. Here in Belgium 
multilingualism has now entirely shifted to informal learning environments where a volunteer working 

over the weekend would organize small classes that are pretty effective. Most of it is self-funded; most 

of it is free… It is extremely relevant, because it helps e.g. asylum seekers and newcomers to do their 
essential paperwork, which even for us can be enormously demanding. These are places to do 

academics and activism at the same time.  

Jen: Ethnographic monitoring (Hymes 19801) is a difficult and a demanding program, but to my mind a 

worthwhile effort to combine those two… 

Jan: Yeah it’s pretty much inevitable if you want to study change. So the only moment when and where 

you observe change is when you return to your field site. And there are no two ways about it.  

Jen: Rarely people do that. 

Jan: I know, but it’s a rapport that we need to normalize. Hymes described it not just as a method but 

also as a sort of ethos of research. He didn’t just mention that you return to the same site, he also 
emphasized what you and I later called ‘epistemic solidarity’ (Van der Aa & Blommaert 20152). So when 

you go back, you interact with these people again. You enter into conversations again, in which you 

share things like your surprise that things have changed. And that’s when they become researchable in a 
more fertile way. So to answer the question, we need ethnographic monitoring: yes! All of us ought to 

do it. So the moment we have described a particular set of social facts for our dissertation two years ago 

e.g., the moment we return to it, it has changed.  

Jen: Jan, I wanna thank you very much. Do you have any last words for the readers? 

Jan: Well, as you know, I have to say goodbye to them because I am very ill. And it will probably be the 

last time that I will be able to say anything to them. But ehm…the fact that I have to leave them, does 
not mean that they’re losing somebody. They are basically acquiring me in a very different format, a 

format of a guy that’s gone but that has left a message, or a number of messages. And my main message 

is: look beyond me, try to improve what I’ve left. 

Jen: That’s difficult. 

                                                             
1 Hymes, D. 1980. Ethnographic monitoring.  In Language in Education: Ethnolinguistic Essays.  Washington: CAL. 104-118.  

Available at: https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED198745.pdf  
2 Van der Aa, J. & J. Blommaert 2015.  Ethnographic monitoring and the study of complexity.  Working Papers in Urban 

Language & Literacies 150.  At academia.edu 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED198745.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED198745.pdf
https://www.academia.edu/10471508/WP150_Van_der_Aa_and_Blommaert_2015_Ethnographic_monitoring_and_the_study_of_complexity
https://www.academia.edu/10471508/WP150_Van_der_Aa_and_Blommaert_2015_Ethnographic_monitoring_and_the_study_of_complexity
https://www.academia.edu/10471508/WP150_Van_der_Aa_and_Blommaert_2015_Ethnographic_monitoring_and_the_study_of_complexity
https://www.academia.edu/10471508/WP150_Van_der_Aa_and_Blommaert_2015_Ethnographic_monitoring_and_the_study_of_complexity
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Jan: No that’s not difficult. I don’t think it’s difficult. Because again, here’s the idea of change: focus on 
the things that change, and after a while you will see where I fit in, and where you fit in. And I think 

that’s the message: go on, go on, society needs you. Reason being, it changes all the time. And so it 

needs researchers at any point of that change, to go on investigating what goes on. It’s important, so go 
on, in the same way, or in an improved way, ehm…never stop doing it. 

Jen: Thank you very much. 

Jan: It’s my pleasure 

 


