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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Tredje uppgiften is the Swedish principle that foregrounds the obligation of the Received 30 June 2025
researcher to communicate their research to a public audience. While engaging with Accepted 24 November 2025
this principle to produce a public exhibition in rural Sweden on ethnographic research KEYWORDS

methods, we found that the act of curation confronted us with the need to actively and ¢ tion; exhibition: tredje
critically re ect on how we use and operationalise research methods in practice. As such, uppgiften; research

this paper accounts for how, by adopting the principle of tredje uppgiften, curation methods; reflexivity
emerges as a novel pedagogical tool that encourages students to consciously re ect

on the methodological foundations of their research. We describe how, for us, this act of

curation took two forms: rst as a curation of knowledge content and then as a spatially

informed selection and positioning of that curated knowledge. Drawing upon our own

experiences, we suggest that curation confronts students with thorny questions about

their research methods, questions that productively encourage methodological re ex-

ivity and a deeper understanding of the research process, before suggesting how

curation might be operationalised as a teaching tool in a variety of geographical

contexts.

Introduction

So you're the PhD students that have been running around?

We looked up from our drinks, sat outside a pub, during our last evening in Norberg, a small village in
central Sweden.

Over the last five days, we had been participating in the fieldwork element of a course on “Ethnographic
Methods”, organised by the Department of Social Anthropology at Stockholm University, along with 14
other PhD students from across Sweden. Despite being an anthropological course, our cohort comprised
a diverse range of disciplinary alignments: our fellow students were geographers, anthropologists, political
scientists, and even agricultural scholars. Inspired significantly by the recent increased methodological
engagement in social anthropology with the more-than-human (e.g. Cypher, 2023), the fieldwork compo-
nent of the course took place in Norberg, Vastmanland County, the site of Sweden'’s largest wildfire in living
memory. The fire burned nearly 14,000 hectares of forest in early August 2014 with the scars and traces of its
impact still clearly visible today (J6nsson, 2024). Our objective was, in this more-than-human context, to
employ ethnographic methods to try and understand what it means to know a forest in a post-wildfire
setting. How are we able to make sense of the forest as a multi-species landscape, and how are we able to
understand how people in towns like Norberg interact with other species within such a landscape?

The article’s opening question, posed to us by a friendly stranger at the pub, caught us off guard. While
learning to employ ethnographic techniques, we had not stopped to wonder if we were also being observed.
It was an encounter that made us reflect upon how researchers in a small community might appear; visible
without being seen. How did people understand our presence? Were our motivations clear? How were we to
understand what “ethnography” is?
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After the course, we, the two authors, contemplated over how best to address these thorny questions, and
decided to communicate our presence by returning to Norberg and producing an art exhibition. Entitled
Watching. Being. Tracing., the exhibition opened at Galleri Norberg in June 2023, two months after the end
of the course, and consisted of photography, fieldnotes, and reflections from all of the participating PhD
students’ time in the field, with the aim not of displaying what we found, but instead of demystifying the
process of ethnography to the people of Norberg. While course participation consisted of all 14 PhD
students enrolled on the course, the exhibition was curated separately by the two authors.

Beyond just communicating our work to the perceived public of a non-academic audience, producing
this exhibition became an exercise defined by reflecting upon our use of ethnographic methods and data
collection. Ultimately, by curating our methods to a non-academic audience we had to reflexively engage
with what it means to conduct an ethnography. Struck by the pedagogical significance of having curated the
exhibition, and aligned with recent work that emphasises the pedagogical value of curation (e.g. Gadot &
Tsybulsky, 2023) and curation as a research method (Persohn, 2021), we want this paper to foreground the
benefits of understanding our methods as a curated research process. We make this argument by situating
our experiences of curation within the framework of tredje uppgiften, the Swedish requirement to commu-
nicate academic research to the public. Engaging in communication with a non-academic audience, we will
argue, emerges as a generative pedagogical tool that fosters active and critical introspection upon the
research process for students undertaking independent research projects.

In this paper, we proceed by first accounting for tredje uppgiften, the Swedish principle that foregrounds
the necessity to communicate academic research to a public audience, before describing how we curated the
exhibition. We organise our thoughts on this curation into, firstly, the curation of knowledge, in which we
discuss the implications of taking seriously the responsibility of communicating our work to a public
audience, and secondly, the curation of space, in which we discuss our experiences of designing a narrative
of ethnographic methods for a public audience to be guided through. Finally, we argue that these discus-
sions illustrate the valuable pedagogical role the act of curation plays when reflecting critically upon the
methodological foundations of a research project, and offer suggestions for how such a practice might be
incorporated into the classroom.

Tredje uppgiften as method

Tredje uppgiften (lit. “the third assignment”) is a small part of Sweden’s Hogskolelag (2009; “Swedish Higher
Education Act”). The wording has shifted since 1977 in different iterations of the law, but all make clear the
legal duty of a college or university (1) to inform the public about the research that is being conducted there,
(2) to ensure research is made understandable to the public, and (3) to make clear how that research may
benefit society (Bani-Shoraki, 2013). This formal, legal focus on transparency and the practical application
of research is, even without detailed knowledge of the national laws of other countries, something that might
be expected of democratic and state-run tertiary educational institutions. In a historical context, tredje
uppgiften can broadly be seen as the product of multiple converging factors that led to the 1977
Hdgskolereform (Higher Education Reform): that universities in Sweden were formally organised as
governmental agencies, the increasing tendency during and after World War 1l to highlight research-
based industrial innovation, the long-term social democratic project in 20th century Sweden of reducing
social difference and increasing the number of highly educated citizens, and the increasing political
demands for the democratisation of society — not least of the university following the collective political
actions of students to that end (see Gribbe, 2022).

As with any legal framework, tredje uppgiften is politically contested. In 2004, Hogskoleverket (the
Swedish Higher Education Agency) (L6nn, 2004, p. 7, translation by Nordvall) issued a report that claimed,
“Itis no longer relevant to refer to a ‘third assignment’. Cooperation is an approach that is deeply integrated
in research and education.” Analogous to existing debates that position the significance afforded to research
“impact” as sometimes misguided and deeply embedded within the neoliberal academy (e.g. Evans, 2016;
Power, 2018; Rogers et al., 2014), it has been suggested that tredje uppgiften, as a legal instrument, turns
research communication into another rung on a career ladder, rather than something academics choose to
meaningfully engage with (Holmgren & Svensson, 2023). While these arguments rightly critique the
pressures of the neoliberalisation of the academy upon research communication, we think that
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foregrounding only these critiques risks minimising the work that the term tredje uppgiften does in framing
the mindset of Swedish academics as not just researchers and teachers, but as a necessary part of society at
large (Dahlbeck & Persson, 2011). Moreover, we instead seek to draw attention to the ways in which tredje
uppgiften, as a form of research “impact”, can foster beneficial reflection upon our own research practice
(Peck, 2023) and foreground the benefits of methodological and empirical reflexivity (e.g. Sou & Hall, 2023).

What we would like to draw attention to in this article are the remarkable experiences we both share of
how suffused the academic everyday in Sweden is with the spirit of what tredje uppgiften represents — that
communication with a wider public is not just something that is desired, but necessary, and that this
approach has beneficial implications for studies at the doctoral level as well as for bachelor’'s and master’s
studies. Our work is motivated by the suggestion of science and technology studies (STS) scholar Marres
(2015) that interacting with material objects can lead people to investing greater care in the object and
values it represents, through the prism of the data collected when employing more-than-human ethno-
graphic methods (Cypher, 2023) in a fieldwork course context. We seek to highlight how interacting with,
curating and re-presenting our PhD student colleagues’ work and collected data from such a fieldwork
course functions as a method of learning, namely by remaining “close” to the materials of the work,
reflecting upon the processes of their production, and contextualising our participation their collection.
We situate this pedagogical mode within the unique legal and social expectation placed on researchers to
engage with civil society in Sweden, suggesting that it might be leveraged as a method of student learning
anywhere in the world.

Curating knowledge

Using this principle of tredje uppgiften as a starting point, we thought about how best to communicate our
research explorations with the community in Norberg. Exhibiting the process of this elusive, academic
term — ethnography — presented a good opportunity to foster a collaborative and pedagogical explanation of
what we “academics” do in the field, and demonstrate the methods that we sometimes fail to question.
Collaboration here refers to the collaboration between the authors, between the PhD students taking the
course, and between the research participants and students. In this paper, we focus primarily on the
collaboration between us, as authors, to curate the data collected by all students on the course for the
exhibition. Unlike publishing texts in an academic context, the act of curating research material in an
exhibition format was particularly attractive because it presented an opportunity both to explain our
collective work in an accessible format, and to re-spatialise this material in the village in which it was
produced.

Before coordinating the exhibition, and with no prior experience of working in a gallery setting, we
thought carefully about what to display and the narratives we wanted to craft to explain our methods,
inductively working through the question of how to display these narratives. During this process, we quickly
realised we were curating; we had to make numerous decisions that had potentially significant implications
for the knowledge we wanted to share. Which materials were we to exhibit, and would we make any
materials specifically for the exhibition? How would the materials be perceived? In navigating the respon-
sibility of communicating academic research, we came to better understand how we approached our own
work (see Sidaway, 2002).

This process of curation took place in two steps. Firstly, we collated the collected data (photographic,
textual, and audio-visual) that we and our PhD student colleagues had produced during the week and
inductively elicited themes to structure the exhibition, from which emerged three central narratives:
“watching”, “being”, and “tracing”. In our view, these three terms highlighted the fieldwork that the PhD
student group had undertaken, focusing on: (i) methods of observation (watching), (ii) multi-sensory and
multi-species perceptions in an unfamiliar environment (being), and (iii) our engagement with clues or
hints in the field that point to events, encounters, or research that might have taken place before (tracing).
Secondly, we began to group the materials into these themes, ultimately a process of selection and “artful
deletion” (Law, 2004) to curate a narrative description of ethnography that, importantly, included material
from every participant on the course in the form of photographs, short reflections, and specifically written
thematic introduction texts for the exhibition.



4 e T. WARD AND B. NORDVALL

Figure 1. Photograph of elements of the ‘watching’ and ‘being’ components of the exhibition display, consisting of
photographs, informative text and student blog posts. Source: Tom Ward.

From there, curation took the form of being academically self-conscious. Confronted by the prospect of
exhibiting photographs in an art gallery, for example, we saw the need to display the photographs alongside
carefully designed labels, to convey the subtle shift from “photograph” to “photograph-as-data” that takes
place in ethnographic analysis (see Figures 1 and 2). Equally, when displaying texts, we actively chose to
convey our colleagues’ reflections and thoughts on the research process, to give a sense of the “other side” of
research interactions. We also foregrounded the unpredictability of the ethnographic research process and
the trial-and-error tangents that we learn from; for example, when consulting video material of a grouse
viewed through a telescope, we noticed how the grouse was seldom in-focus, or even visible. Limited by the
inability to display the video on a projector, we chose to exhibit multiple stills from the video (see Figure 2)
that retained the imperfections and tangential explorations that structured the iterative and intuitive nature
of the ethnographic process. While necessitated by in-the-moment practical needs, these choices reveal both
the subtle visual elements necessary to making the exhibition feel like a gallery rather than a research project
(sensu Rose, 2016: Ch. 2) as well as the material transformations of documents through processes of
copying, editing, digitalisation, and changing media formats that so often take place in data synthesis
(Tamboukou, 2017).

In the spirit of tredje uppgiften, and the spatial context of rural Sweden, we displayed the text in Swedish
and English, to ensure that the exhibition was accessible to local visitors and that the original meaning of the
material was preserved, respectively. Translating was something we reflected upon extensively: not only in
Bjorn dwelling upon the complexities of communicating English materials in Swedish, but also in how we
chose to remove academic jargon from some textual material and ensure the work was comprehensible to
a wide audience.

Curating space

During the process of knowledge curation described earlier, we had very little spatial information about the
gallery where the exhibition would be installed. We knew there would be four wooden walls, a door, and
a roof, but nothing more. Our first meeting with the gallery’s physical space — a small side-room in
a repurposed barn (see Figure 3) — became a second instance of curation where our three themes needed
to take place. We used the thematic introductory texts (see Figure 4) to delineate where each theme started
and ended as knowledge categories, but also decided to let the images be unbounded by the room’s corners
as a way to spatially imply that these categorical boundaries were not fixed.
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Figure 2. Stills taken from a video, taken through a birdwatching telescope, of attempts to view a grouse. Source: Ida
Safstrom and Juan Miguel Fabbri Zeballos (original video), Tom Ward (collated stills).

When working with the physical layout of the space, we relied on our experiences of how galleries and
museums are physically paced. This working-with meant that the display of curated knowledge was part of
a conscious effort to produce not just a bounded time-space (Massey, 1999; Merriman, 2012), but also to
form a rhythmic impression (Lefebvre, 2017) in, of, and beyond the gallery. What we imagined to be ideal
pacing was not always achievable, nor something we immediately agreed upon, but negotiating our different
perceptions and the limitations of the room meant a constant reflection over how to present the material —
and in some cases making critical decisions about what information to keep and remove. We had from the
start established the strict rule that the work of every student on the course needed to be presented, but the
process of spatial curation meant making choices about emphasising certain pieces of work over others. We
thus encountered a tension between the quality of the knowledge we presented and what we believed
a gallery visitor would find visually spectacular and impactful.

Entangled with this process of spatial curation was the question of how materials like photographs can be
understood as both ethnographic data and educational resources. Making sense of this transformation
required selecting photographs to form a narrative, meaning some photographs that we deemed less able to
communicate the ethnographic process were removed from our initial selection. We carefully ordered the
remaining photographs among our existing texts, with the labels mentioned above displayed alongside them
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Figure 3. Interior of the repurposed barn room where the exhibition took place, photograph taken during the exhibition
assembly. Source; Tom Ward.

Spara fokuserar pa hur skogen
forstas nar man navigerar och
forstar saker och stigar som
lamnas kvar av dem som
anvander och bor i den. Skogar
ar saledes platser som utformas
av de sndriga stigarna av manga
arter och liv som moter
varandra. Hur man identifierar
och forstir dessa stigar tilliter
oss att forstd hur andra
varelser har upplevt skogen.

Bilderna har representerar mer
eller mindre sjilvklara spar av
manniskor och icke-manniskor i
skogen. Detta kan exempelvis
vara sparen fran skogsbrinder,
skrap som limnas efter i skogen
eller biprodukterna av hur man
formar skogen.

Tracing focuses on knowing
the forest by navigating and
understanding objects and trails
left by those who use and
inhabit it. In this way, forests are
a space of crossed paths that
illuminate how multiple species
and lives encounter each other.
Identifying and making sense of
these paths allows us to try and
understand how other beings
have experienced the forest.

Images in this section represent
more or less obvious evidence
of humans and non-humans in

the forest.This can be, for
example, in the form of traces
from forest fires, debris left
behind in the forest, or products
of forest development.

]

suioe.

Figure 4. Example of bilingual thematic introductory text used in the exhibition, here for 'tracing’. Source: Bjérn Nordvall

and Tom Ward.

both to explain how images signified aspects of the ethnographic process, and to encourage visitors to ask
similar questions of the material to those we as student researchers ask when conducting ethnographic

fieldwork.

This process of curating photographs to illustrate the methods we used required us to ask ourselves what
we look for in our own data and what those artefacts of our research process reveal. In turn, the selection
process involved in curation leaves traces of our research methods which become abundantly visible in the
data, and which reveal where our methods come to explicitly shape the “realities” we seek to understand. In



JOURNAL OF GEOGRAPHY IN HIGHER EDUCATION e 7

effect, this process of spatially curating the ethnographic process was a matter of walking visitors through
how the ethnographic process constitutes the data collected; that is, illustrating how our research methods
are productive of the realities revealed in our research findings (see Law, 2004). Hence, the purpose of the
exhibition, despite displaying our data, was not to show what we found, but to open up the “black box” of
research methods (Latour, 1987) and show how we found what we found.

Curation as/of method

The process of opening up the black box of doing research is, in our minds, an important part of tredje
uppgiften—especially when contextualising research in today’s socio-political climate, where questioning the
value of science generally, and social science specifically, is increasingly normalised. Situating research in
the way we have described functions as a way to demystify the methods through which those results were
produced, which in turn gives the research “subjects” the conceptual tools to approach, understand, and
eventually critique the work produced about them (Massey, 1994: Ch. 10). From a pedagogic perspective, we
found that structuring the information with this demystification in mind required a fundamentally different
approach when compared to writing an academic essay.

We argue that employing tredje uppgiften as a pedagogical tool sharpened our ability to communicate our
research because we were confronted with the need to very carefully interpret and reflect on our methods,
that is, to be reflexive (Alvesson & Skoéldberg, 2018). Considering how ethnographic methods might be
explained to a wider audience encouraged us to reflect deeply upon how we are entangled within our
methods, how we cannot exclude ourselves as subjects from these methods (Bourdieu, 2003), and how our
methods ultimately shape the data we collect and work with. Engaging with tredje uppgiften, in other words,
taught us what we assume when we employ research methods, and that by engaging reflexively with these
methods we understand to a much greater extent the implications of the ways in which we use them to
produce knowledge.

That being said, we have no intention of overstating the value of the exhibition format itself to do this
work of academic demystification. Indeed, art galleries and museums are themselves subject to the same sort
of antagonism as social science and are likewise associated with middle-brow cultural distinction (Bourdieu,
2010). Rather, we want to emphasise that working through the process of exhibiting research results to
a broader lay public teaches students and future researchers the importance of making knowledge accessible
to, and understandable by, the societies they both produce information about and in turn affect. The
potential effect is, in the long term, to break down the barriers between “society” and “science”, two
categories increasingly positioned as separate from each other in public debate.

While this exhibition emerged from a particularly chance set of circumstances, what we want to fore-
ground here is the act of curating the exhibition and not the exhibition itself. Approaching tredje uppgiften
as a pedagogical tool therefore underscores this act of curation: this could be, for example, dividing a class
into small groups and tasking them with curating a display, blog, online exhibition, or social media post
about their research methods. Emphasising the hands-on work of curation here requires critical reflection
on the students’ own research process and the process involved in the work of others. Preferably unsu-
pervised and structured only by the guidance of communicating the research process to a lay audience, such
critical reflection, from our experience, strengthens the ability of students to interpret and understand their
own methodological choices in a creative and engaging way. Questions that might act as prompts to
facilitate this reflection and curation in a variety of geographical teaching contexts could include:

* How would you explain your social research methods to someone who has no understanding of social
research methods? Which aspects of the method(s) do you think are the most important to explain?
Why?

¢ How would you represent/communicate your social research methods with or through images?

¢ What form(s) do the results of your research methods take? How would you organize these results in
a way that makes them accessible and constructs a logical narrative for a non-academic audience?

e How would you prepare a narrative that effectively and succinctly communicates your research
methods and some of the data collected in the form of, for example:

(a) a podcast slot?
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(b) a children’s story?
(c) a billboard?
(d) an art exhibition?

Reflexive introspection may, as such, go on to strengthen students’ methodological thought processes when
independently conducting their own research projects. Regardless of the final “form” such a process might
take, we think our experience of engaging with tredje uppgiften in Norberg illustrates that encouraging
students to exhibit their work to a non-academic audience fosters a reflexive introspection on the research
process by engaging with the curation of their methods.
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