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➢ Interconnection of the two concepts

➢ Remaining able to act & being happy
in times of madness – intrinsic resistance

➢ Turning to practice – A seminar
to encourage VET teacher students
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Roots of Critical Bildung and critical Theory 1

• During the Nazi regime of terror Critical Theory (Horkheimer 1937) is

developed in social philosophy in Frankfurt (Germany).

• It questions thinking and social behavior that gave rise to holocaust.

What led people to become “authoritarian characters” (Adorno 1949)?

• How could the process of civilization (Elias 1939) turn into barabarism?

The rational intellect – instrumental reason is used for efficient elimination.

➢ Critical Theory must offer

the distance to a current

irrational society as a

refuge fortress of reason and wisdom.

Entrance to Auschwitz
© Wikimedia Commons (Deutsches Bundesarchiv)
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Roots of Critical Bildung and critical Theory 2

• Capitalistic market; alienated labour leads to voluntary enslavement.

No theory and technology can exist outside of market rules. (Adorno 1966)

• H.J. Heydorns and G. Koneffkes Education philosophy (Kritische 

Bildungstheorie) tries to raise awareness to free the individual subject. 

• To this end, Bildung must delve into the history of liberation movements to 

find traces of humanistic reasoning.

• This form of education must be wrested from the master and placed in the 

hands of the servant (the working class). 

“Critical VET is not a matter of managing reality, but of recognizing it,
of asking whether it is what it is made out to be and whether
it should be so. It is only way that emancipation takes effect.”
(Ingrid Lisop 1971, p. 767).
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Roots of Theme-Centered Interaction (TCI) 1

• Founder of TCI, Ruth Cohn born as a Jewish in Berlin 1912

• As Adorno and Horkheimer flew to the USA

• Studied Psychoanalytics, Sociology and became therapist practitioner

• In 1960th  forms a humanistic approach to effective learning, leadership, 

and collaboration. Combination of psychoanalysis,

humanistic psychology, group dynamics, and gestalt principles.

A new practice of lively learning grounded in a specific attitude.

• Knowing that we matter. 

“I want to encourage people (…) not to give up or feel powerless, but to 
use their imagination and capacity for action to show solidarity and act in 
solidarity as long as we still feel that autonomous strength within 
ourselves.” (Cohn & Farau 1984)
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Roots of Theme-Centered Interaction (TCI) 2

• TCI emphasizes the self-reflective, biographical,

and interactive, relationship-based aspects of learning processes,

as well as responsibility for the world and its issues. 

Globe 
World

Individual We

Topic 
Theme
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Roots of Theme-Centered Interaction (TCI) 2

Globe 
World

Individual We

Topic 
Theme

Relationship

https://www.vr-
elibrary.de/doi/pdf/10.13109/9783666451904

https://www.vr-elibrary.de/doi/pdf/10.13109/9783666451904
https://www.vr-elibrary.de/doi/pdf/10.13109/9783666451904
https://www.vr-elibrary.de/doi/pdf/10.13109/9783666451904
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Theme-Centered Interaction and VET

Qualified professional action,
Based on experience and knowledge about technology

Perceiving power
to participate and

expanding
boundaries

Take into account
Economic,
social and
ecological
environment

Communications skills, 
Solidarity, collegial 
performance

Self reflexive
biography creation, 
vocational 
orientation



(Horkheimer, Adorno, Elias, Koneffke) 

WHAT?

What should the new pedagogical 

goal be?
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Mission of Critical Theory of Bildung

fostering development of
• Critical independent-thinking
• self-determined
• enriching and unique individuals
&
• democracy

Two wasy to handle the goal: „Auschwitz – Never again!!!"

Theme-Centered Interaction 

I – we – theme – globe
knowledge, cooperation, relationship

Selfrelexive Interdependent action
In respect of me, you and the world

HOW?

How do we want to achieve it?

(Cohn)



(Kaiser & Ketschau, 2019)

Potential Reactions:
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Critical Theory of Bildung in VET

Large-scale societal transformations overwhelm young people

Resignation

I don't care 
about 
anything.

Conformity out 
of fear 

If I don't 
participate, I'll 
fall behind…

Conformity by 
conviction

I’m hell in! 
There is no 
other way!

Resistance 

I won't 
participate! 
This is 
irresponsible! 

Resistance 

I won't 
participate! 
This is 
irresponsible! 



(Deci & Ryan, 1993, 2001, 2008)
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Motivation for resistance: Self-Determination Theory 

3 basic needs

- relatedness

- competence

- autonomy

→ wellbeing &

→ intrinsic motivation

[intrinsic motivation: doing 
activities "for their own sake“, 
for their inherent interest and 
enjoyment: play, exploration 
and curiosity-driven activities, 
not dependent on external 
incentives or pressure] 

(Boniwell, 2008)



(Hanf, 2021)

characterized by: 

- facing topics of large-scale societal transformations & taking responsibility 

- focus on what is achievable (competence)

- focus on what is choosable (autonomy)

- focus on mutual, emotional support (relatedness)

+ energizing idealistic goals, mindfulness, joy, spontaneity
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How to come to Intrinsic Resistance

Resistance 

I won't 
participate! 
This is 
irresponsible! 

Intrinsic
motivation

I ENJOY 
to do it.
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poverty- cause of war and displacement

Child labor worldwide

inequality

Kaiser 2020

mobility and transport

climate change

migration

The seminar introduction: Phenomena of societal transformation



VET teacher students competence development to (re)act critically  
remaining still healthy & happy? (Intrinsic resistant)
- Wakening social imagination & education as art (soziale Plastik) 

brief overview of theories followed by immediate reflection on oneself and the 

project, creating a positive atmosphere, mindful peer feedback 
(relatedness, mindfulness)

➢ Students are free to choose a specific topic (autonomy) what appeals the most 

important (idealistic goals)

➢ encouraging to create a project that brings joy (joy)

➢ enable to plan achievable projects (competence) together (cooperation)

(* Hartmut Rosa, 2016)
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Seminar: Vocational education in a transforming society



Audio-Visual Tour
Responding to the 

climate crisis

Talkshow 
Democracy And 

Participation
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Card Set 
for Digital Detox in 

every day life

Guided Tour 
Speech And PopulismAdditional topics:

Digital Tool
Teachers‘ Health

Workshop
Silent Men

and more…

Project Themes over the past two years
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“The way this seminar was conducted is how 
university should actually be. This was the 
original form of learning at university, with 
free thinking and creative thinking. It really 

made sense; we were able to work on topics 
relevant to our profession, engage with them 
in depth, and develop our own products for 

sustainable use.”

“I was on a three-week rehabilitation 
program, and it was not as healing as this 

seminar.”

“I gained insights into many topics that I had 
never encountered before or had never 
really thought about. My worldview has 

changed here. Yes, I am really going into the 
world and into my profession with 

completely different eyes.”

Added value from the students’ perspective
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Thanks for following our thoughts
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Context: VET teacher study program Germany / Rostock

• 10 Semester full time study program (6 BA and 4 MA), 2 subjects, 

• 90 ECTS Vocational education and didactic + 30 ECTS BA and MA thesis

• Topics in VET: System structure, History, VET as science and research 

methods, Didactics, Psychology and sociology of learning, inclusion and 

supporting, international VET, Teaching + Internships .

BA

MA
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