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Chapter One: Reflecting on Reflexivity & Positionality 

“The socialized body (what is called the individual or the person) is not opposed to society: it is one of its forms of 
existence” (Bourdieu 1993: 15) 

 This is an ethnography of education and so it requires recognizing a context in which a 

positivist self-confidence (“knowing”), cultivated through decades of schooling, makes sense. 

When the very act of going to school marks one as a child (Bluebond-Langner 1978), schooling 

is not a topic of debate. As someone who has been in school for twenty years and counting, as 

someone who is researching schooling, I am also, interestingly, standing in a conflated and 

common position, surrounded by a “meteoric rise” in educational ethnographies (see Yon 2007) 

and a growing “education-market.” 

 Furthermore, I argue that a contemporary anthropology must be reflexive and locate itself 

within a context characterized by a fragmented and contingent kind of knowledge (Anthropology 

Research Collective). As I go about producing knowledge, I must account for the institutional 

and structural entanglements I embody, as expectations, instinctual understandings and 

physiological and emotional call and responses. 

Fieldwork Methods: Premises, Intentions & Flexibility  

 I visited East School one day a week, for 6 1/2-7 hours a day, over a period of four 

months. Generally, I practiced a kind of participant observation understood as an “embodied and 

reflective practice” that requires time (O’Reilly 2012; Madden 2010) and implies a relationship 

between the researcher and participants (O’Reilly 2012;  Adler and Adler 2007; Coffey 1999; 

Bluebond-Langner 1978). Described by Margarethe Kusenbach (2003) as a “go along” method,  

similar to Ingold and Vergunst’s (2008) “field walking,” an integral practice of my ethnographic 

research was “going along step by step” with the students and teacher as we all went about our 

day at East School. 

 I was an “assistant,” “visitor,” and “researcher,” and there were also times where I was 

none of those things. My “role” was ephemeral; I made corn pancakes on a cast iron skillet over 
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the wood stove while June taught Main Lesson; I was “an extra pair of eyes and ears;” I bore 

witness to and took part in “secrets” between students; I played “mushroom tag” and helped dig 

out blackberry roots during Farm Chores; I was a legally needed “adult” presence for activities 

that required two adults, like taking a city bus to a public library and frequent excursions to a 

creek that bordered school property; and there were times, such as during Main Lesson, that I felt 

like an intrusion, as I sat silently in the back of the small yurt classroom trying not to bring 

attention to myself.  

 As a “go-along” reflexive ethnography, it follows that the scope and focus of my 

ethnographic project would evolve in design (O’Reilly 2012: 11), and it did. I did not approach 

data collection, analysis and writing as discrete nor distinct phases but as “inextricably 

linked” (O’Reilly 2012; Glaser and Strauss 1969).  Called “sequential analysis” by Becker 

(1970), I found, at least occasionally, that “important parts of the analysis [are] made while the 

researcher is still gathering his data.” 

Embodied Positionality 

 It wasn’t until my first day at East School that I began to fully realize the need for a 

reflexive and phenomenological project. I carry with me over two decades of training and 

education that has molded “me,” intentionally and unintentionally, into a particular kind of being 

with a particular way of seeing, feeling and doing.  

 I couldn’t take at face value the espoused pedagogy, the explanations of June nor could I 

take at face value my observations or the explanatory concepts and frameworks found in a 

plethora of educational ethnographies and childhood studies. And this was not just because of my 

position as an “insider.” Or, perhaps better put, it was because of my position as a double, no 

triple, even quadrupole insider. First of all, I am an educated social scientist in training, focusing 

on education, who has gone through public institutions for over twenty years; secondly, I am a 

certified Waldorf grades (1-8) teacher with teaching experience; thirdly, I am an adult who 

implicitly learned how I should relate to children. And finally, I am also a former child. While I 

had access to various explanations of what I was observing and experiencing, I did not feel 
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confident in knowing where to begin. Or, maybe it was because I felt I could confidently, easily, 

and therefore unproblematically go in many different directions depending on my intention and/

or institutional pressures. This chapter is an explicit reflexive effort in recognizing how my 

education and biographical experiences influence, and are influenced by, my “role in the practice 

and unfolding of daily life” (O’Reilly 2012: 99) at East School.  

 Untangling inherited biases which conflated perception and experience became an 

important and fundamental aspect of this ethnography. Methodologically, I began asking 

questions like: How did I see David when I first met him, did that change over time and/or do I 

see him differently now? How did/do I understand him? How did/do I describe him? This came 

to be because when at East School, my attention would often turn to David. David was eight at 

the time and when we were inside the classroom for Main Lesson, he was often moving and 

talking much more than any other student. In many ways, David was allowed various exceptions 

that were not allowed to the other six students. Did I have to go along with this, single out and 

focus on David? Do I now? In a “go-along” ethnographic praxis, how far and how long do I 

follow? When does it become my analysis? And then, what informs my choice of focus, my 

frame of analysis, and is it really a choice?  

 Returning to field notes recalling the experience, I wrote about strong feelings of relief as 

I watched the teacher, June, allow David to not sit still. As David “fidgeted” my stomach, 

shoulders and neck tensed up as I waited for June to do something; to tell him to sit still and/or to 

become frustrated with this “disruption.” When it became clear to me that June was not going to 

respond to David in this way, I began to relax. What was happening here?  

 I left that first day at East School wondering if it was possible to observe without 

expectations. Why did I immediately perceive David to be “misbehaving” in the sense that I was 

expecting him to be reprimanded? Why did my attention go to him? How had my previous 

experiences of being a student, working with children and than being in graduate school 

influence my perception? Why did I expect June to reprimand David? And why I was relieved 

when she didn’t? Not sitting still is supposed to be a distraction, isn’t it? And while I could say 

David was distracting me, I think it is fairer to say that my attention went to him. Why was it 
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difficult for me to turn my focus away from David? Why did his seemingly constant movement 

and noise keep pulling me his way?  

 By the following week I decided on a methodological experiment. I realized my attention 

during that first day was scattered, moving from movement to movement, noise to noise and I 

wanted to try to stay more focused. I decided I would choose one student to purposefully focus 

on and then write my field notes with this student as the central locus. I ended up choosing Katie 

because she was the first student I saw as I was walking across the boulevard that bordered the 

school’s property. Katie was perhaps the quietist student, something that I didn’t notice on my 

first day. I found it incredibly difficult to keep my focus on Katie as I was continually turning to 

whoever was talking or moving the most. Unintended, it turned out to be an interesting 

experiment that informs and relates to my first day of field work. I wondered, if I hadn’t decided 

to focus on Katie would I have even noticed her? Would her quietness have been as visible to 

me? Why was David so visible?  

 Before this experience, I believed it was possible to observe young people as an adult 

without expectations. Was this a naive position? How much control over my attention was 

possible, and what did my attention reveal about unconscious expectations? Is it possible to 

listen to young people without applying adult-centric expectations of being? Because my 

attention kept going to David every time he shouted out an answer or moved around while the 

other students sat relatively still, I wondered about how I could approach the students without 

preconceptions regarding what they should or should not be doing (either during fieldwork, or 

later, through a reflexive analysis). And if I related my experiences to larger context, through an 

sociocultural anthropological lens, what could come of that?  

 A reflexive ethnography acknowledges the role of the ethnographer, yet this does not 

make the work invalid. As Karen O’Reilly (2012) explains it, “[i]t is possible to produce 

valuable accounts of the social world that take into account (and even take advantage of) who we 

are and how we experienced the world ourselves.” Or as Virginia Woolf had described under 

different circumstance, it is in describing the process, the methodology, that the reader can find 

access (or not) to any truth. For Woolf, there is the possibility that her opinion on “Women and 
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Fiction” will become a truth, and this possibility lies in the space between truth and opinion and 

between speaker and audience.  

 I have shirked the duty of coming to a conclusion upon these two questions [i.e. women and fiction]...But  
 in order to make some amends I am going to do what I can to show you how I arrived at this opinion...I am  
 going to develop in your presence as fully and freely as I can the train of thought which led me to think  
 this. Perhaps if I lay bare the ideas, the prejudices, that lie behind this statement you will find that they have 
 some bearing upon women and some upon fiction...one cannot hope to tell the truth. One can only show  
 how one came to hold whatever opinion one does hold.  1

Frederich Nietzsche, in Beyond Good and Evil (1886) writes “the greater part of the conscious 

thinking of a philosopher is secretly influenced by his instincts and forced into definite 

channels.” The resulting valuations are a result of an instinct to preserve the “definite mode of 

life” (Nietzsche 1886: 383). In other words, Woolf and Nietzsche, a century earlier, pre-iterate 

Pierre Bourdieu’s “reflexive sociology.” Like Woolf, Bourdieu understood truth to be possible 

through understanding the relational process of seeking truth (a conscious science). The 

relationship one has to another, to the world, or to an idea, are realities that truth is not 

independent of.   2

Unexpected Directions in Research  

 It became apparent that I must try to understand a dominant practice and implicit 

understanding of perception, as an encultured seeing that implies understanding. In other words, 

I must look inward at how an embodiment of a cognitive-centric context shapes what I see, what 

is possible to see, how I understand what I see and how this understanding relates to feeling and 

behavior. In Chapter 4, I will build a general and functionalist picture of perception.   

This is important because commonplace practices of observation and interpretive analysis, 

practices crucial to ethnographic projects, are subject to what Bourdieu terms a “scientific 

unconscious.” It is why I “saw” and “understood” David as misbehaving. It was why I kept 

turning to whoever was loudest, or moving the most. But rather then “go forward” with an 

 p. 6 ibid And so, it is here, with Virginia Woolf, some 30  forty years before Bourdieu, that I see what a ‘reflexive 1

sociology’ can offer; that is, not truth as authoritative fact but truth as a relational process arrived at individually.  

 Or as Judith Butler (2009) calls it, the subject formation process 2
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uncritical acceptance of my perceptual practice, I realized that “my observation” needed to be 

unpacked. Specifically, I will experiment with different ways of approaching my subject of 

study, a small private school in the Pacific Northwest. I will include field notes, excerpts from 

East School’s website and Parent Handbook. I will relate all this to contemporary social theory, 

childhood studies, interdisciplinary educational research, and a youth and education-technology 

market. While the effects are manifold, I am most interested in deflating the authoritative, 

knowing perception as it is used to reconfigure adult-child relations and dependencies through 

education and educational research. 

 Consequently, I will show how power and privilege functions interpersonally between 

adult-child as a discursive practice, an argument grounded in the works Pierre Bourdieu and 

Michel Foucault. I expand this argument through the works of Ulrich Beck (2000), Judith Butler 

(2009), and Karen Barad (2007), demonstrating how perception socially functions as influence 

through materializing power. In a contemporary American academic context, (a knowing) 

perception is how we “discipline” bodies, “matter-matter” (Barad 2007), regularize and order life 

(Butler 2009). Specifically, I will focus on a sense of confidence in what one sees and 

understands and an inclination towards intervention as a kind of doing as two interrelated 

characteristics of a shared habitus. 

 As Karen Barad (2007) puts it, how we understand (as an informed seeing) reality 

matters. As a social anthropologist, how I understand personhood and sociality matters. As a 

social anthropologist focusing on schooling, how I understand a teacher’s understanding of their 

students matters. Rather than promote intended ends through unreflexive means, in Chapter 4 I 

will deconstruct a predominant practice of perception shared between distinct pedagogies, 

research methods and theoretical frameworks; framing “knowing” as a particular way of being 

(an educated Euro-American adult/parent) that presumes authority over its subject of focus. I 

realized I had to do this so I could better understand a common habitus—a contingent experience 

of self—that the children, teacher, parents, other anthropologists, and I inhabited.  

I turned to texts by prominent social theorists, Judith Butler and Ulrich Beck, and a feminist 

philosopher and physicist, Karen Barad, synthesizing their compatible frameworks of “framing,” 

“risk perception” and “agential realism.” Together, they best explained my analysis of relevant 
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literature and fieldwork. Simplified, between these three authors is an analytical framework that 

can illuminate the functioning of symbolic domination of children by adults through pedagogical 

social visions.  

 Throughout this thesis I revisit the same thing, the mechanics and functioning of a “social 

vision.” In this chapter, I lay out a groundwork supporting an understanding of social vision’s as 

a way of being. In Chapter 4, I explore how this social vision functions interpersonally, between 

a teacher and students at East School. In Chapter 5, I turn my attention to research, illuminating 

how this social vision contributes to an “unreflexive” social science. And in Chapter 6, I show 

profitable uses of this social vision for growing “youth-centered” industries, including an 

education market. This practice is made possible through utilizing reflexivity and 

phenomenology. A reflexive framework allows me to question what I inherently knew (or should 

know). A phenomenological framework allowed me to approach what I know with questions, 

fostering experimentation in seeing without knowing. 

Socialization Of An Educated Knowledge-Maker 

We are inclined to believe that man has emancipated himself from himself since his discovery that he is not at the 
centre of creation, nor in the middle of space, nor even perhaps the summit and culmination of life…The truth of the 

matter is, however, that this very posture dooms them to an eternal instability. What explains the difficulty of the 
‘human sciences,’ their precariousness, their uncertainty as sciences, their dangerous familiarity with philosophy, 

their ill-defined reliance upon other domains of knowledge, their perpetually secondary and derived character, and 
also their claim to universality, is not, as often stated, the extreme density of their subject; it is not the metaphysical 

status or the erasable transcendence of this man they speak of, but rather the complexity of the epistemological 
configuration in which they find themselves placed… (Foucault 1972: 348)  

  

 A fundamental presumption of social research is that a scholar “sees” and “understands” 

sociality differently than non-scholars. Furthermore, differently located disciplinary practitioners 

see and understand sociality differently; a scholar sees/understands sociality through a particular 

disciplinary and theoretical lens. At the same time, shared between seemingly disparate 

disciplines vying for authority are educated people who have undergone decades of a 

sociocultural habitual training; i.e schooling.        

 In the twenty-first century, it can be safely said that to be an American scholar/academic, 
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as a researcher and/or theorist, one must be raised in school. As a specific kind of training, this 

scholastic raising is fundamental to one’s subsequent scholarship. A decades long training is 

supposed to shape a future-scholar’s way of seeing and way of understanding reality. And it does.  

Generally speaking, experiences in and with school are a fundamental factor in one’s way of 

being in the world, regardless of one’s place of employment. Who, what, when, how, and why  

one sees and understands, as I will demonstrate, is an expression of a contingent way of being in 

the world. Of particular interest is the way of seeing/understanding/being that is predominately 

taught, practiced and utilized in United States; a kind of perception informed by an ethnotheory 

of learning valuing stimulation and cognition.        

 As a way of being that, hypothetically for now, everyone who attends school in the US is 

taught, what is it that differentiates educational experiences and separates out “successful” 

students? For now, assuming that it is not the accuracy, insight, truthfulness, etc., of one’s seeing/

understanding, then what is it? I will turn to Karen Ho’s (2009) ethnography of Wall Street 

banking culture as it encapsulates what is otherwise spread between singularly focused studies.  

 To ask what makes a student successful is akin to asking what makes one an expert in 

one’s field. Karen Ho’s, Liquidated (2009) relies on concepts from Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice to help explain an expert’s expertness; it is a disposition and habitus—a “way of 

being...often of the body” (Ho 2009: 11). And it is a strategy, a way of being that is  

“immediately responsive to their own changing relationship with the market (including 

employees, products and so on)” (ibid 275). It is a strategy of responding quickly and 

“appropriately” to a stimulus.  

 In examining elite “institutions on Wall Street” and the “culture of smartness,” Ho (2009) 

didn’t need to look beyond her alma matter. In 2005 and 2006, 40% of Princeton graduates went 

into financial services (ibid). Wondering why so many students go to work on Wall Street upon 

graduation, Ho found that, along with Wall Street’s immense presence on Princeton’s campus, 

future Wall Streeter’s grew up in a “Princeton context” (ibid 45). Specifically, Ho argued that 

future Wall Streeter’s and Wall Street experts follow a particular biographical trajectory through 

recognizing and accepting the ongoing materialization of the socio-economic role they were 

raised to fulfill. That is, they have embraced parental and societal expectations. 
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 Once working on Wall Street the “investment banking decisions and the very experience 

of the investment bankers themselves are thoroughly informed by cultural values and the social 

relations of race, gender and class” (ibid 37). Simply put, the smartness and expertise of 

investment bankers is “premised on pedigree, competitive consumption, and 

heteronormativity” (ibid 52). So if—in the tradition of Pierre Bourdieu—we “view cultural 

capital as a type of knowledge that allows persons to operate effectively in specific social 

settings” then what does it mean if one’s cultural capital is knowledge itself?     

 For the elite, “being yourself” produces and maintains one’s cultural capital and symbolic 

control. To be “smart” (in the heteronormative sense) is to simply “be yourself,” but of course, 

you are only recognized as smart if you are being the pedigreed, heteronormative self you are 

expected to be. A conceptual ideal of smartness materializes through the embodiment of 

symbolic power, within a context that reaffirms and maintains the value of a certain kind of 

smartness. This is what a standardized education can offer people who are not born into a 

privileged Wall-Street-habitus-supporting family/community (i.e a “Princeton context”); an 

“opportunity for social mobility” through a decades long cycle of training and assessment. 

 While drawing on Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice, Karen Ho’s ethnography is compatible 

with Bourdieu’s argument in Homo Academicus where he argued that “[a]ny [scientific] position 

adopted towards the social world orders and organizes itself…from the viewpoint of the 

preservation and augmentation of the power associated with these positions” (Bourdieu 

1988:13). Like the strategy of Wall Street bankers, Bourdieu argued that academics likewise 

employ a strategy of responsiveness to changing relationships to, within and between 

institutions. Utilizing such a strategy increases one’s “potential for [symbolic] profit” by 

responding and reacting to the effects of “institutionalization” and “homogenization” (i.e 

sociocultural reproduction) on the intellectual-academic field (ibid). For Bourdieu, this is 

problematic because it results in an “ostentatious conformity to the format requirements of a 

normal science” and because of the kind of “knowledge” it leads to (ibid 31). 
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A Contemporary Praxis Of Knowledge 

 Co-founded by Paul Rabinow, the Anthropology Research Collective is a self-described 

“adjacent institution” (to the University of California, Berkeley) funded through a National 

Science Foundation grant. Following their Foucaultian inspiration, the collaborators mark out a 

contemporary academic context within a reconfiguration of “truth, knowledge, and 

research” (Anthropology Research Collective 2013). Most generally, contemporary Western 

knowledge (that is produced through scientific research) is a contemporary kind of knowledge, 

reconfigured through divorcing the “practices that make a subject capable of having access to 

truth” (a normative ontology) from the necessary “conditions for truth” (a normative 

epistemology). Truth/knowledge is (now) something “regularized by the structure of the object to 

be known, institutionalized internal to the sciences by the rules of method and externally 

organized through emergence of the disciplines and norms of research” (ibid). Contemporary 

truth is a contingent thing, an ephemeral entity created in the space between an institutionalized 

science and an institutionalized scientist. Hence, the profitability of a strategy of responsiveness 

to the changing requirements of making knowledge.   

 Furthermore, an academic needs to be “capable of facing the fragmentation of 

knowledge.” The perceived subject/object (and the ‘knowledge’ of it) is caught in-between 

various “power relations within which and through which those claims are produced, established, 

contested, defeated, affirmed, and disseminated” (Paul Rabinow quoted on ARC 2013). But it is 

this separation of practice (methods) from theory that gave birth to a diverse cadre of modern 

scientists, each discipline able to do science in full confidence that the chosen method, tools and/

or theoretical framework (disciplinary location) is the (normative) “means by which one has 

access to truth” (ARC 2013). Explaining a “rise of specialized sciences” with each specialization 

adopting “its own solution to the relation of the subject and truth” (ibid).  

 And while it appears that ontology (being) has been divorced from epistemology 

(knowing), this context is otherwise described as a characteristically “Western academic 

approach” that collapses being into knowing (Alderson 2012). This is how being yourself can be 

the same thing as being a knowing a person. Knowing, in a modern US context, is an embodied 
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kind of knowledge but not a knowledge whose source is the body, but an internalization of 

knowledge-as-symbolic-power, in the Foucaultian sense of the word. Only certain people who 

are knowing are considered knowing and occupy positions of authoritative influence. 

 In agreement with this understanding of contemporary knowledge, as an ephemeral thing 

created between structuring structures and corresponding strategies intended to maintain and 

accumulate power, is Karen Ho’s framing of “the market.”  

 By investigating investment bankers, as individuals and as collective agents of change, I do not assume a  
 priori that ‘the market’ always already exercises power, but rather that the particular biographies,   
 experiences, and practices of investment bankers, who are both empowered and constrained by their  
 cultural and institutional locations, create social change and financial hegemony on a daily basis 
 (2009: 42). 

Every morning the market is remade through un-change (Ho 2009). Every morning academia is 

remade through the reinforcement of normative claims of what is and is not science; of what is 

and is not (scientific) knowledge (i.e what is ‘science’ vs. ‘pseudoscience’). Of particular 

relevance to this effort is the current liminality of social science. Social scientists traverse a 

contemporary reconfiguration of boundaries, a boundary between science and non-science in 

flux. Ethnographic and qualitative endeavors in particular are in a position of needing to “prove” 

their scientific validity. Or as British ethnographer Karen O’Reilly puts it, of “reclaiming 

authority” (O’Reilly 2009). One currently profitable attempt is to integrate quantitative data or to 

affiliate oneself to market research and development. Another strategic path is to focus on 

methodologies that espouse a praxis of participatory rights. And, a less profitable path, the one I 

am on, is to turn on my contingent being through reflexivity, an effort that, according to 

Wacquant and Bourdieu (1989), has been neglected and/or misunderstood by American social 

research.  

 Only through a reflexive practice can I take seriously the following question: does being 

an academic necessarily imply one is emanating symbolic power that can and does contribute to 

the constitution and reproduction of a specific onto-epistemological domination in modern 

society (Wacquant 1989:1)? Not only is this question of importance to the academic field, in 

general, it is, I argue, a question that mirrors the position of authority assumed by adults towards 

children. 
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Reflexivity 

 Over 40 years before Bourdieu’s treatise on the need for a reflexive sociology, a forgotten 

founding member of the anthropology of education, Hortense Powdermaker wrote that 

“awareness” can precipitate change within oneself and therefore the “values held within 

society” (Chernoff 2006:138). But what is awareness, how can one attain it, how can one ‘know’ 

their aware? Is it a (permanent or temporary) state of mind? Is it a practice of “stepping back” 

from the messy entanglements we depend on for survival, in order to provide perspective?  And 

what are we trying to be aware of, in this particulate instance? In Probing Our Prejudices, 

Powdermaker wrote that “prejudices are not entirely due to lack of knowledge, but they lie also 

in the realm of the emotions” (Powdermaker 1944: vii). Furthermore, “[w]e are seldom aware of 

the degree to which our behavior, important and unimportant, is regulated by the pattern of the 

society in which we live” (ibid: 22-23). While this functionalist understanding is routinely 

applied to the subjects/objects of social scientific research, it is rarely applied to the person’s 

doing the research (Bourdieu 1988). 

 Bourdieu argues that a social scientist can “spontaneously” transform the “scientific 

unconscious” into the “appearance of a scientific sociology” (Bourdieu 1988: 4). This 

transformation takes place in the ill-defined realm of consciousness and perception. It is there, 

where an “unconscious” scientific practice can satiate our “social pulsions of categorization 

[and] of labeling” (Wacquant 1989). Per Bourdieu, it is possible to raise one’s consciousness 

through questioning, specifically questioning  “our very operations of research;” asking why and 

how we can “articulate and formalize the implicit criteria of ordinary experience [which has] the 

effect of rendering possible the logical verification of their own premises” (Bourdieu 1988: 6)? 

What are the implications for the field of ethnography? Is it possible to acknowledge our 

“uncontrolled construction of the object [that] allows us to exclude those who do not fit the 

image we have, or would like to have, of ourselves” (ibid)? 

 Reflexivity means different things to different people. For Pierre Bourdieu, reflexivity is 

a “consciousness-raising practice” (Bourdieu 1988). Summarized by Loïc Wacquant, Bourdieu’s 
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“reflexivity” is an “effort to control sociologically the distortions introduced in the construction 

of the object, first by the position and disposition of the sociologist within academic space…and 

second by the mere fact of taking up a contemplative stance vis-a-vis the social world, that is, by 

adopting a “scholastic point of view” on society” (Wacquant 1990: 683; Bourdieu 1990). Homo 

Academicus (1988) is, on one level, an effort to convince academics the necessity of reflexivity; 

that if, as a collectivity, social science wants to progress as a science social scientist’s must 

recognize and account for their own unconscious habits, patterns and desires. Admitting to 

acting unconsciously is not a stigma to be avoided or denied, since “when we act without entirely 

knowing what we are doing, we make it possible to discover in what we have done something of 

which we were previously unaware” (Bourdieu 1988: 6). Similarly, “[w]e have every reason to 

think that the researcher” has much to gain “from looking into his own interests, from 

understanding what he is motivated to see and not to see” (ibid16). Though we must remember, 

that the biases and interests that Bourdieu speaks of are not inherently individual in nature, but, 

“commonplace, generic and banal.”  

 Bourdieu argues that his reflexive sociology is distinctly different from the forms of 

“‘reflexivity’ that have recently become popular in the United States, especially in anthropology” 

(Wacquant 1989: 22). Specifically referencing the “reflexive turn” of the 1980’s that focused 

primarily on the act of writing as representation of others (see Marcus and Fischer 1989; Rosaldo 

1989; Clifford 1992). This “Americanized” reflexivity has become little more than the inclusion 

of a positionality statement. It is a compartmentalized form of reflexivity that is practiced in 

reference to one’s self and is not practiced during “research.”  

 For British sociologist/ethnographer Karen O’Reilly, reflexivity is something to take 

seriously, if the authority of the academic ethnographer is to be reclaimed (O’Reilly 2009: 189). 

In a handbook intended for students like me, O’Reilly writes that the notion of reflexivity 

demands  
an awareness that ethnographies are constructed by human beings who make choices about what to research, 
interpret what they see and hear, decide what to write and how, and that they do all this in the context of their 
own personal biographies and often ensconced in scientific and disciplinary environments (Spencer 2001)…
Reflexivity in contemporary fieldwork studies is the requirement to think critically about the context and the 
acts of research and writing, and involves thinking about what we read (and an awareness that ethnography is 
constructed); thinking about what we write and how; and acknowledging that we are part of the world we study 
(O’Reilly 2009: 189) 
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One fear of a reflexive social science is that it “undermines the scientific enterprise” (O’Reilly 

2009: 188) by undermining the (apparently necessary disposition of a) “positivist self-

confidence.”             

 Interestingly, as I was doing research into reflexivity I came across an understanding, that 

leads to better questions to ask regarding the need/use/function of “reflexivity.” The Thomas 

Theorem, which was later redeveloped as the “self-fulfilling prophecy” explains that “[i]f men 

define situations as real, they are real in their consequences.” And while Sociologist Robert 

Merton begins his understanding of this theorem with the presumption of a false/true dichotomy, 

he argues that  
  [t]he self-fulfilling prophecy is, in the beginning, a false definition of the situation evoking a new behaviour 
 which makes the original false conception come true. This specious validity of the self-fulfilling prophecy  
 perpetuates a reign of error. For the prophet will cite the actual course of events as proof that he was right  
 from the very beginning (Merton 1948: 195). 

Of course, not every “man” gets to define situations, and not every situation invites all “men” to 

offer their definitions. Furthermore, not every definition is taken seriously (which depends on the 

person and the context). The “struggle” of the intellectual field that Bourdieu speaks of, is in fact, 

a common struggle: a struggle over who defines what is real/unreal (i.e what is science/not 

science)    

 So what is reflexivity? Is it an innate human capacity that only a few get to express—

those who hold positions of power, allowing them to determine our past, present and future? Is it 

a cognitive capacity that allows an individual to separate themselves from their conditions, at 

least for the length of time it takes to understand their unique conditionality? Is it a 

consciousness-raising practice that is necessary for a responsible science?     

 Bourdieu’s premise begins with a deep entanglement: a conscious science is possible 

through a reflexive endeavor, that, at least for a short time, separates one from the world (i.e 

“conditions”) that they are otherwise bound to. Such an understanding implies a form of freedom 

is possible, within a regulated space of an intellectual field, through making conscious what is 

unconscious. For the science Bourdieu wishes to progress, scientists must break through the 

illusion of already being separate from the world one studies.  
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 The following words from Albert Einstein offer an interesting commentary on, and a 

seemingly contradictory understanding of, what it is that Bourdieu struggles to account for and 

transcend in a “reflexive sociology”  

A human being is a part of the whole, called by us ‘Universe’, a part limited in time and space.   
He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separated from the rest — a kind   
of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to   
our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to us. Our task must be to free  
ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures   
and the whole of nature in its beauty. Nobody is able to achieve this completely, but the striving   
for such achievement is in itself a part of the liberation and a foundation for inner security. 

  As quoted in The New York Times (1972) and The New York Post (1972)  

Or, as it has been recently asserted, Einstein’s (1950) letter “to a distraught father” went more 

like this… 
 A human being is a part of the whole, called by us "Universe," a part limited in time and space. He  
 experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separate from the rest—a kind of optical  
 delusion of his consciousness. The striving to free oneself from this delusion is the one issue of true  
 religion. Not to nourish it but to try to overcome it is the way to reach the attainable measure of peace of  
 mind. 
 As quoted in The New Quotable Einstein (2005) 

Bourdieu understood that the scientist, to do (a specific kind of) science, must consciously 

separate himself from the world he already unconsciously sees himself as separated from through 

a reflexive practice; in a way, what he implied is that true science (could this be amenable to 

Einstein’s true religion?) requires a sort of disembodiment, a practice of cognitive separation 

from the determining sphere of social-material reality. This is how Bourdieu can speak of the 

possibility of a kind of freedom, possible in the intellectual field. As a philosopher as well as a 

social scientist, for Bourdieu, thinking is a human capacity that can give us access to 

understanding that necessarily precedes ethical action. What he implies in Homo Academicus is 

that most thinking is not this kind of thinking, but a determined, predictable, instinctual 

cognitive/perceptual response to one’s environment. In other words, academics “think” like 

academics should think, and if not subject to a reflexive scrutiny, such thought’s are no more than 

unconscious impulses.  

 And so his reflexive sociology urges the scientist to account and attempt to control 

unconscious personal desires (the libido academica). Yet, if attempting to read Albert Einstein’s 

letter alongside Bourdieu’s understanding of reflexivity, I am led to pose an amendment to the 
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practice of reflexivity. If we already see ourselves as separate, if an unconscious personal desire 

(shared widely) is to already see ourselves as “stepped back,” and separate, than reflexivity ought 

to include a practice of embracing what we think we are not. In this way, reflexivity appears 

quite similar to notions of empathy. It is my opinion that Einstein’s letter also offers insight into 

the lack of reception of Bourdieu’s theory (in the way Bourdieu would agree is true to its intent), 

particularly amongst US academics. If the ‘typical modern western person’ (exceptions abound, 

of course) already experiences themselves as separate, then why should modern academics find 

Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology useful? If the “goal” of reflexivity is to separate oneself (a 

“stepping back”), then, what’s the point for people who already see themselves as separate?  

Which is, of course, Bourdieu’s “point” so to speak, but it is understandable how it was perhaps 

too easily missed by an American audience.  

 If Einstein’s implication in the aforementioned letter is something to take seriously, many 

questions ensue. Like, when/how/why does this experience of being separate come about? Does 

this supposed hegemonic perception accompany feeling of isolation and aloneness characterizing 

an era of “individualism?” What an anthropological reflexivity could offer, for those of us who 

experience ourselves as separate, alone, independent and as an individual—that everything else 

in the world besides me is “not-me”—is a reflexive practice of perceptually and experientially 

embracing what we perceive to be separate. 

Concluding Thoughts 

 While Bourdieu viewed the educated few, “intellectuals” as a subordinate and dominated 

class I contend that this is a problematic understanding in a twenty-first century US context. 

School is where everyone should have the same opportunities for social mobility in the US, 

theoretically and ideologically. So, if we read Bourdieu alongside Ho’s (2009) account, it is 

understood that being educated is a standard, fundamental piece of cultural capital that anyone 

who wants to be “recognized” as knowing/smart needs. Or, as Ulrich Beck (2000) put it, 

schooling does little more then protect one from downward social mobility.  
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 I argue that the habitus termed Homo Academicus reaches beyond the walls of 1980’s 

French academia Bourdieu speaks of and is also found through the concept of educationalization, 

which arose following the World Wars in 1950’s Germany. What followed was not only a 

reconfiguration of what education was supposed to do, but also an affirmation of the ideal that all 

people should have the right to be educated in an institution of education. This concept likewise 

refers to the efforts of European and American national governments seeking to solve, or at least, 

alleviate, poignant social problems through institutions of education (Depeape et al 2008). 

 Schools in the US are also responsible for raising a nation’s future generations; of 

educating a modern citizen. And yet, how people relate to each other, to the environment and 

how people are taught to understand themselves, and life, is both beyond the reach of and 

dictated and structured by experts who provide practical and technical advice for local 

“problems.” While remaining anonymous to the powers-that-be (structures and discursive 

regimes), teachers, parents and students are accountable to and recognized through narrow 

channels of communication and administration. 

 Along with this framework that is sensitive to how symbolic power works in “real life,” 

though interpersonal relationships is a need for another framework with a premise that 

legitimizes young people as beings who can directly and indirectly challenge the raising efforts 

of adults. From the stance of teachers and parents, students are not only “children,” they are 

“their children.” Surveying relevant literature in the anthropology of childhood, it has been found 

that from the perspective of caretakers, experiences of their children are often ignored or 

misunderstood. Ground breaking studies have shown that parents, along with institutions and 

experts of medicine and child welfare, for example, have failed to recognize that children can 

understand what is happening to them even if/when the adults around them choose to keep silent 

(Bluebond-Langner 1978; Hecht 1998; Leal-Ferreira 2002). Similarly, critical and sensitive 

social research has shown that young people are also capable of offering practical and inspiring 

solutions and insights into what Anthony Giddens calls risks of a reflexive modernization 

(Bluebond-Langner 1978; Hecht 1998; Leal-Ferreira 2002; Reynolds 1995).  

 Many efforts have been made to “account” for this reality in the emergent concept of 

“children’s agency.” In Chapters 5 and 6 I explore agency as a “concept in the making” 
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contributing a critique of the how agency can and is misused. To recognize, understand and to 

then attempt to present another person’s experience (in the sense of cares, worries, feelings, and 

perceptions) of/in/with school—such as that which is presented in the following chapter—I must 

also account for implicit “structuring-structures” informing what is possible to “see” as a social 

researcher, as an adult, as a parent and as a teacher.  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Chapter Two: Contextualizing East School 

“We view education as a healing art” 
- East School founders

East School 

 The goal of this vision is to create an educational experience for early childhood and grade school children  
 in which all subjects are steeped in the natural world. The children will be learning life skills through  
 natural building, cooking over fire in an outdoor kitchen, growing food for snacks & school lunches,  
 starting and tending fires, playing outside, caring for farm animals, crafting with items from nature,  
 integrating practical arts into daily life (food preservation, wild crafting, homemade remedies, basketry,  
 etc.), designing and maintaining grey water and rainwater catchment systems, tracking animals in the  
 forest, building forest shelters, etc... Once our school sites are firmly established, our goal is to be entirely  
 off-the-grid and self-sustaining with a curriculum focused around creating everything needed for school.  
 When integrating place-based survival skills with the principles of permaculture and the philosophy of  
 Waldorf education in an outdoor immersion environment, learning becomes deeply meaningful and  
 entirely relevant (East School website, accessed 3/1/2015). 

East School is not exactly a “Waldorf School,”  it has not sought or received accreditation by the 3

Association of Waldorf Schools in North America. Nor is East School recognized as a private 

school by the state. Legal recognition would require abandoning many of the “life skill” lessons 

due to state health and safety regulations. East School students are legally recognized as  

“homeschooled,” however it is more precise to characterize the school as a “Forest School,” 

within city limits in the Pacific Northwest. 

  East School students are outside for many hours of the school day, “rain or shine.” On a          

given day the students and teacher could be digging up blackberries roots, feeding chickens and 

looking for eggs, playing “mushroom tag,” whittling a spoon by an open fire, and going for 

walks to a restoration area along the creek that boarders the school’s property. For the older 

students (first grade and on), a one to two hour Main Lesson typically occurs inside a yurt 

classroom.  

 Forest Schooling, generally and briefly, is an approach to education that offers “regular          

opportunities” for “hands-on learning experiences in a woodland or natural environment with 

 “Waldorf” will be a repeating term throughout this thesis. Simply, it refers to a specific pedagogy that is informed 3

by “anthroposophy.” Formulated in the early twentieth century in Germany, anthroposophy is a holistic philosophy 
that has led to the creation of specific educational, artistic, therapeutic and agricultural modalities. The most far-
reaching effort has been Waldorf Education, or otherwise known as “Steiner Schools,” named after the founder of 
the “Anthroposophical Society,” Rudolf Steiner.  
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trees” (Cree and McCree 2012). With roots in Scandinavia movements beginning in the 1950’s 

and within the United States beginning late 1970’s, forest schooling can be found in North 

America, the United Kingdom, Scandinavia, South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, South 

America and Asia (Sobel 2013; Warden 2012; Cree and McCree 2013). Unlike East School, as 

one of the first Forest Schools to operate in the United States, Forests Schools abroad enjoy legal 

and social recognition as legitimate schooling options for preschool and kindergarten (ages 3-7), 

particularly in Scandinavian countries and the UK (Cree and McCree 2013). 

Private Schooling  

 East School is a private school, one that has grown in size every year since it was founded          

in Fall of 2007. With two locations, East School offers an early childhood program, with 

preschool and kindergarten classes, and an expanding grades program. For the 2015/2016 school 

year, yearly tuition ranges from $4,700- $7,300. This does not include a “materials fee” which 

ranges from $200 to $250 per student/year.   4

 While closer to a Forest School system, East School explicitly utilizes Waldorf pedagogy.          

Based on data from 2013, there are four public charter schools utilizing Waldorf methods in the 

state (Mays and Nordwall). There are also, at least eight private K-8 Waldorf Schools, 2 teacher 

training programs (AWSNA), and dozens of early childhood and unaffiliated “Waldorf-inspired” 

schools. Framing East School in relation to the 200+ Waldorf and Waldorf-inspired schools 

currently operating in the United States , East School intersects two global schooling system, 5

Waldorf Education and Forest Schools. The practical success of Waldorf education—the fact that 

  East School does offer “tuition remission,” although I am not aware of how often this occurs, nor the amount.  4

“We have a limited amount of financial assistance that we can offer and want to reserve that for families with 
genuine need… This is essentially a 'class' issue. Please reflect upon whether claiming a low-income status is a 
choice or has been imposed upon you by societal inequities. Please do not apply for financial assistance (even if you 
qualify) if you can ask for support from family or friends, if you have expensive assets, and/or participate in lots of 
activities, travel, etc.. and are hoping to save some money on your child's education..” 

 Waldorf-inspired denotes Waldorf schools that employe Waldorf trained teachers and/or utilize Waldorf pedagogy 5

thought are not not currently accredited by the Association of Waldorf Schools in North American (AWSNA)—of 
which East School is included
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Waldorf education is also operating in 60 countries with over 1,500 schools—is something to be 

taken seriously. And yet, prior research on Waldorf education (Easton 1997; Edmunds 2004; 

Henry 1992; Lim 2004; McDermott et al. 1996; Nicholson 2000; Nielsen 2003; Oberman 1997; 

Rivers & Soutter 1996; Schmitt-Stegmann 1997; Uhrmacher 1997, 1995) has been scarce, 

partial, “in-house” and/or has focused on schools structurally similar to public education models 

(Wilson 2012). 

 The growing presence of East School appears to contradict broader trends state and          

nationwide- noting an overall decrease in enrollment in private schools (Hammond 2013). At the 

same time enrollment in publicly funded charter schools has increased (Hammond 2014). While 

private school enrollment is decreasing, this does not quite capture nor explain the growing 

presence of East School (and Waldorf and Forest Schools). 

           

Why Forest Schools?  

 One way to understand the attraction of a Forest School model and the expansion of this          

schooling system is to look at this kind of education in context. One argument, of relevance to 

East Schools intent, proposes that a growing interest in Forest Schooling correlates to a growing 

perception of various “eco-social ills that need fixing.” As Cree and McCree articulate, 
 [i]n the 1990’s, concerns increased within the play, education and environmental sectors [in the UK] over 
how children were divorced from the natural world, becoming heightened further into the 21st century, 
arguments that also raged in the early 20th century (2012: 33). 

Reintroducing a discourse of health and healing to education (see Warden 2012), advocates of 

Forest Schooling are interested in answering the following question, 
[w]hat then are the implications for human ‘young’ of the evolving human relationship with nature and how 
does the tension between basic biological drives and the socio political context of modern culture influence 
children’s lives and development? (Kenny 2010: 3) 

Forest Schools represent an effort that reinscribes and reconfigures a nature/culture dichotomy. It 

is a nuanced position mirrored by social theorists such as Karen Barad and Bruno Latour among 

others, arguing that ontologically, we are deeply embedded and in relation to what, 

epistemologically, we see as separate. As encultured beings we may see ourselves as separate 

from nature/ecology but this is a socially constructed understanding. McCree and Cree (2012) 
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imply that Forest Schooling takes this argument further; that a socially constructed experience of 

a nature/culture dichotomy is a direct and indirect cause of various modern illnesses. In other 

words, a nature/culture dichotomy is not only a social construct and a way of being it is a social 

construct and way of being that is making us ill and destroying the planet. For example, “Nature 

Deficit Disorder” (NDD), coined by Richard Louv (2005), “describes the human costs of 

alienation from nature, among them: diminished use of the sense, attention difficulties and higher 

rates of physical and emotional illness” (Louv 2005: 36 as cited in Kenny 2010). Otherwise 

called a “de-natured child” (Moore 1997), contemporary childhoods within urban, industrial and 

post-industrial contexts are being re-natured through Forest Schooling. 

East School teachers see themselves as both “teachers” and “healers.” As articulated by 

East School, the benefits of an outdoor-based education for children in an urban/suburban city 

are manifold:
[a]s the children spend their days outdoors in all weather they begin to naturally acclimate to their environment, 
and the children are healthy! When properly dressed, the outdoor environment seems to boost the immune 
system as they develop stamina and are breathing fresh air; 

[o]ur outdoor 'classroom' is naturally conducive to redirecting energy that may turn negative when confined 
within a small space. The outdoor environment allows children to put forth their energy in physically productive 
ways as they interact with the elements. 

Furthermore, the ideal student/child at East School, with expected reinforcement of this ideal at 

home, “learns naturally from real life processes” through daily contact with “the elements;” they 

are curious and confident as they engage with the natural world; they are “strikingly aware of 

their bodie[s] limits and capacities” because they are “allowed an unusually wide range of 

physical exploration.” East School is unique as it is attempting to expand the forest school model 

into grade school.   

 Another attraction of East School’s pedagogy, and Forest School’s generally, is the 

prominence of what can be called a “chore curriculum” and its relation to conceptions of 

childhood and play. Children are observed playing in every society studied by anthropologists 

(Lancy 2007) and “play” is considered an integral pedagogical feature of a “chore curriculum.” A 

Forest School is distinguishable from a “traditional” classroom-based institution of education as 

the curriculum predominantly consists of practical, hands-on, land-based activities, what has 

otherwise been called a “chore curriculum.” In a “chore curriculum” learning is a process that 

passes through play; specifically as a form of imitation, and modeling “real life” practices 
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(Lancy & Grove 2010). Another feature of the “chore curriculum” is a practical evolution of 

“difficulty;” in precision, planning, strength, etc. It has been noted that this practical evolution 

has been sought after by children without prompting (Lancy & Grove 2010). A chore curriculum 

differs in many ways from a “core” curriculum that is “concealed in classrooms, textbooks, and 

lessons taught by “certified teachers” (Lancy & Grove 2010).  

 However, East School practices a “chore curriculum” along with a “core curriculum;” 

while much of the school involves hands-on, practical lessons there is also a classroom where 

more typical “academic” lessons takes place. Generally speaking, East School represents a local 

articulation of broader, divergent efforts in reconfiguring what is considered a “productive 

educational construct” (Gruenwald 2003, Brooks 2010) in the twenty-first century.  

Technologization & Standardization    

 On a national and international scale, it has been argued that Western schooling (i.e          

European and American) was colonized by a neoliberal rationality that in turn, discursively and 

physically colonized/colonizes students, teachers, parents, administrators, etc. (Kascak & Pupala 

2011; Rodriguez 2013). Ethnographically, it has been demonstrated that when Western 

schooling, as an institutional praxis, is transplanted “elsewhere” the local social organization is 

quickly and pervasively altered (see Schildkrout 2002). Conversely, a standardized Western 

curriculum is said to be decontextualized, that classroom learning is divorced from community 

life (Gruenewald 2003), and that “modernity” in general is a “de-territorialized” experience of 

being (Appadurai 1996). While one may “see” western education or a general experience of 

being as “beyond” or “outside” context, community or place, a sociocultural analysis would 

understand curriculum as always supporting and supported by corresponding expectations of 

being and practices of community.  

 For example, one predominate feature of a “relevant” twenty-first century American          

education (that is becoming more standard) is the presence of Information and Computer 

Technologies (ICT) in the classroom. ICT, oft repeated, brings “exciting learning opportunities 

for children,” and is “vital to the U.S. success in the global economy” (Bergen 2011, Maddox 
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2011). Popular discourse around school reform latched on to ICT technologies as a new 

equalizing force in the classroom. An ICT-focused curriculum does not “decontextualize” 

learning, classroom learning is not “divorced” from community life, rather an ICT-focused 

curriculum “makes sense” alongside a reconfiguration of our understanding and practice of 

learning and community life. An ICT-based pedagogy is better understood not in terms of 

pedagogical promises and values but in relation to and representative of a broader 

“technologization” of society; as “an amalgam of conceptual, institutional, and interactional 

issues that occupy the space of technical reason” (Smedts 2008: 90). I will explore a 

technological transformation in relation to childhoods, education and agency in Chapter’s 5 and 

6.  

 Within a technological transformation are various efforts in questioning and resisting          

uncritical acceptance of ICT into schooling, precisely because of the various social and 

physiological effects. East School actively eschews and advocates against early and pervasive 

ICT use in childhood. In 2011, a string of popular media accounts “discovered” Waldorf 

schooling and its “old school” education style, focusing on a school in Silicon Valley where 

three-quarters of the parent population were employed in the tech industry.  As schools across 6

the US adopt and integrate personal computers, laptops, and iPads in the classroom, the distinct 

“old school” feel of Waldorf becomes magnified. Similarly, the distinctiveness of Forest 

Schooling’s chore curriculum becomes magnified as well.  

Understanding Learning 

           

 Interviews with parents with infants around 2 months old found that among US mothers          

stimulation facilitating cognitive development was emphasized as the most important parental 

duty (Harkness et al. 2010). Relatedly, when asked to describe their children, middle-class 

American parents frequently relied on descriptors of perceived cognitive achievement such as 

 See: “A Silicon Valley School That Doesn’t Compute” Matt Richtel, The New York Times (online), 10/22/2011;  6

“Waldorf School vs. Electronic Classroom: The new parental debate” Janice D’Arcy, Washington Post 10/24/201;  
“Technology in Teaching” Dateline 1/18/2013; “Silicon Valley school: No computers in classroom” CBS News 
12/5/2011; “Silicon Valley school with no computers” CNN News 3/13/2012; “The Waldorf Way: Silicon Valley 
school eschews technology” NBC News 11/30/2011 
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“intelligent” and/or  “cognitively advanced” (ibid). Beyond “parental-ethnotheories,” this 

understanding of learning in relation to cognition and stimulation is supported by expert 

pedagogical and parenting advice, emphasizing the importance of cognitive stimulation and 

cognitive processing. Furthermore, alongside this understanding is a growing and sizable 

education industry creating products based on this ethnotheory and funding supplemental 

research. In a standardizing American institution of education, a dominant US conceptualization 

of learning understands it to be a cognitive function that requires “stimulation,” leading to “brain 

development.” 

 Importantly, cross cultural research on children’s “cognitive performance” engaged in since          

the 1960’s has led “anthropologist and psychologist’s alike to the realization that cognition itself 

is a contextualized context” (Munroe and Gauvain 2010: 47). It was found that “cognitive 

performance is better on the activities that are practiced and valued in a culture, and the more an 

assessment or test deviates from the familiar context, the poorer the performance” (ibid). Further 

elaborated in an anthropology of learning, learning is a mundane, day-to-day experience of being 

part of a community. Within a “community of practice,” learning is a general experience of 

sociality and being with and around others, of taking part in that community (Wenger 2000). 

Implying that, whether presented formally or informally, explicitly or implicitly, children/

students will learn. “How” something it taught is not an influential variable in “learning.” “How” 

(and “why”) something is taught is a better indicator of the student experience of being in school 

while also reflecting an adult’s or teacher’s implicit and explicit ethnotheories of human 

development. And while learning is an everyday experience of living amongst others, it is also 

“culturalized” or “objectified;” learning is “quintessentially contextualized, socially organized, 

activity” (Lave 1982). So, for example, while any experience could be framed as an experience 

of “learning” only certain experiences are culturally reified as experiences of (a certain kind of) 

“learning.” Conversely, if learning is so broad, so must be teaching. Thus, comparative studies on 

learning “call into question the school-centric, simplistic dichotomy (formal and informal 

education) which pervades comparative research on education” (Lave 1982). 

 A curriculum, in general, is more than a lesson plan or representative of a particular          

schooling or social structure. Curriculum also represents an ideal way of being (i.e how to be a 



!26

self, with others in community, with the environment, etc), and of understanding experience. 

Within an East School ethos, it is hoped that students will become creative and free thinking (and 

entrepreneurial) adults. The 1st and 2nd grade teacher, June, goes about this by seeing only 

particular experiences as a demonstration of learning. I focus on how June tries to realize this 

particular pedagogical intention, in particular, I contextualize the confrontations stemming from 

East School’s “media policy.”  

Introduction To Research Questions 

“Perception and policy are but two modalities of the same process whereby the ontological status of a targeted 
population is compromised and suspended” (Butler 2009: 29) 

 Parents, teachers and students at East School are currently creating a unique local politics 

of culture, within and against existing, emergent and divergent forms. The particular form(s) of 

culture and being that adults are attempting to cultivate in their children/students are not uniform 

nor uniformly understood and practiced.  

 In the “Parent Handbook,” East School articulates a “media policy;” which is an effort to 

actively limit student engagement and exposure to “screen media” both at school and at home.  

With “good intentions” and a growing wealth of research to draw on, I focus on a teacher’s 

attempt to draw and enforce boundaries around appropriate and inappropriate behavior for 

students at school while also focusing on the student experience in relation to this effort. To 

further contextualize, I frame this particular school policy as representative of a local politics of 

culture within and between national and global social processes. 

  This thesis discusses the following questions; 

1) What kinds of social vision(s), as a technology of knowledge, underlie the local politics of 

culture organizing the students’ experience at Earth School? How is it “applied” to children? 

(Stephens 1995; 6) 

2) How are young people affected by and affecting emergent forms of local politics of culture. 

In other words, how do young people “experience, understand and perhaps resist or reshape 
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the complex, frequently contradictory cultural politics that inform their daily 

lives?” (Stephens 1995: 3)  

3) What can a focus on childhood contribute to conceptualizations of emergent global 

processes, spaces and identities? 

4) What can my reflexive ethnographic practice contribute to the Anthropology of Childhood 

and the Anthropology of Education? 

Significance 

 This research project is significant and relevant to transdisciplinary discussions amongst          

educators, social researchers, and policymakers. While providing a descriptive and critical 

account of an under-researched schooling system, this thesis also speaks to efforts in “school 

reform movements” that call for an equal and sensitive system that respects and honors a variety 

of “learning styles” and “cultural and ethnic heritages.” This study offers insight into just how 

“messy,” complicated and seemingly contradictory such efforts are.  

 Without providing a solution, this thesis contributes to problematizing the following, 

pertinent questions; 

1) Are there “better” ways to raise children, to educate? and 

2) Does this endeavor imply a universal morality/ethicality and thereby deny the possibility and 

ideal of multiculturalism? What does this look like interpersonally? 

 I will explore these questions through concepts relevant to a contemporary education, 

such as “agency,” “difference,” and “emancipation,” looking at how they function as regulatory 

ideals grounded conceptually in pedagogical social visions and embodied through teacher-

student and adult-child relationships. Relatedly, this thesis is significant for real and 

conceptualized “childhoods.” In dialogue with a growing transdisciplinary effort in “childhood 

studies,” particularly within a rights discourse, I contribute a thorough problematization of the 

hopes for a “new paradigm” hinged on “children’s agency.” Importantly, I explore the emergent 

relations, dependencies and subjectivities currently being cultivated therein.   
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 This reflexive study also contributes to the discipline of anthropology through a 

problematization and critique of applied research. If interpretation is a form of analytical 

violence— 
if interpretation is the violent of surreptitious appropriation of a system of rules…in order to impose a direction, 
to bend it to a new will, to force its participation in a difference game, and to subject it to secondary rules, then 
the development of humanity is a series of interpretations (Foucault 1977: 151-152)— 

then, how can we confidently “proceed forward”? By utilizing Foucault’s problematization and 

Bourdieu’s reflexivity together, it becomes difficult to proceed knowingly or confidently with 

“good intentions” in creating social change. It is an effort in confronting the extent of “power” 

and “privilege” in a twenty-first century context as a knowing (educated) person with influence- 

either as an academic, policy maker, expert, or as an adult in relation to a child.  
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Chapter 3: An Interlude  

 “Living in a world created before them [children] carve out one of their own” Veena Das

I created the following “micro-history of a special place” directly from field notes. Typically, it 

took about 2 hours to write out my field notes, something I did at home after leaving East School. 

For four months, late-February to early-June, I visited East School one day a week, usually a 

Tuesday and occasionally a Wednesday or a Thursday. The variation was typically planned ahead 

of time so that I could be present for special events; for example, a student-play on a Wednesday 

and the last day of school which fell on a Thursday. Visiting on different days also allowed for 

me to be within different constellations of students as two students attended “part-time;” one 

student attended two days a week and another student attended five days a week but for “half” of 

the day. 

Though there were many special places on the two-acre school property, I decided on the 

“Forest” as an organizing focus for this “micr-history.” Specifically, I have focused on a spot 

known as BF2 because of its clear importance to the students, particularly Colin, Sean, and 

David and because of “it’s” story. I learned of BF2 about midway through the long rainy season 

of the Pacific Northwest, on my first day of fieldwork. The students are only allowed to go into 

the “Forest” during Long Recess. 

“Micro-History” Of A Special Place 

 As soon as Main Lesson ended, the students quickly put on their outdoor shoes, jackets, 

hats and mittens and dispersed in various directions. I stood for a few minutes, watching the 

movements of the students, looking over the school’s campus. Standing on the wooden porch 

connected to the yurt classroom, the “Forest” was a forested hillside to my right, bordered by a 

boulevard at its peak. To my left, the campus was boarded by a rushing creek. There was an 

outdoor kitchen, chicken coop and bee hive boxes along the perimeter. Before me was a farm and 

large green house, about an acre or so, or half of the schools campus. The farm was 

predominately cared for by one farmer whom I rarely saw, and was a working Community 

Supported Agriculture project. 
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I decided to meander through the school’s campus. As I made my way into the Forest, 

following the winding and narrow footpath’s that are etched into the hillside, I came upon June 

and three students standing around a slackened rope swing tied around a oak branch. Kayla was 

protesting, she wanted to try the rope swing as it was. June handed the rope to Kayla, and I grew 

nervous watching, as it was clear she would hit the ground if she tried to swing. Kayla prepped 

for a swing but soon gave the rope back to June to fix. As I was watching them, I noticed Colin’s 

head peeking over leafless branches about 20 or 30 feet above me on the sloping hillside. I 

decided to go check out the view from where he stood. When I reached Colin, I could see that he 

wasn’t alone, Sean and Audrey were there too.   

 I didn’t know this at the time, but I had approached BF2- (mostly) a spying fort that is 

often under renovation. In the Forest amongst ferns, ivy, oaks and wild raspberries, in the most 

elevated reaches of the school’s campus BF2 is possible because of a nook created by the upper 

root system of a large fallen moss-covered oak tree. Accessible by intersecting foot path’s, 

adjacent to the root, I can see why this is a spying fort as it offers panoramic views of the school 

grounds below while allowing one to hide behind the roots. From this place one can see the 

entire “upper two acres” of the residence that is the school’s campus, especially during winter 

time when most of the trees are bare.  

 I said “Hi” to Colin, Sean and Audrey and for a few moments we all stood at the edge of 

BF2 looking out towards the school grounds below. Sean suddenly asked “what if we came to 

school and there were no teachers?” There was a brief pause before Colin, smiling with eyes 

gleaming, responded “that would be awesome!”   

 I was surprised by the question, and wondered if I should join in the conversation. I 

decided to ask, tentatively, “what would you do if there were no teachers?”  

 Colin instantly replied, “I would bring a big bag of candy and hide up here and eat it!” 

Sean smiled and seemed pleased with Colin’s good idea. I smiled as they both laughed and 

continued talking about what they would do, while Audrey remained fairly quiet. Colin and Sean 

decided they would also bring a big screen TV to school and a football.  

 Sean, still looking towards the campus below, wondered aloud “what if all the adults in 

the world got together down there (pointing to the campus below)?” He answered his own 
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question, saying he would drive a car and “break into the candy shops, smash the windows, and 

get lots of candy.” The conversation ended as abruptly as it began, and I walked with Audrey 

down the hillside, carefully bracing myself by holding onto ivy vines as we worked our way 

down the muddy hillside. It seemed to me that Audrey was as bothered by this conversation as 

much as Colin and Sean enjoyed it.   

… 

Nearly two weeks later, I had developed a routine during Long Recess, where I would 

“wander and stop.” Walking through the Forest on this day, I came upon all of the present 

students that day and June. They were carrying a large plywood board, and June asked if I would 

help. I agreed and with Colin as the lead, we all carried the plywood up the muddy hillside 

walking between/over mini-streams and ivy until we reached BF2, stopping every 10 yards or so 

for a break and to readjust our grips.

Once there, everyone let go except for June and I. The girls grouped together and stood a 

few feet away looking at BF2. There was a smaller piece of plywood, a wood plank and a few 

long, thick branches arranged in relation to the uprooted trunk. The piece of plywood we carried 

up was going to be used as a roof of the dugout nook. June said she was concerned about the roof 

and wanted to make sure it had adequate support. Before it could be laid, a support beam needed 

to be constructed. One of the students had already brought a shovel, Sean grabbed it handing it to 

Colin, who began to dig. After a few minutes, the hole was deemed deep enough to secure a 

support beam by placed by June. We (June, myself, Colin, Sean and David) laid the roof and it 

ended up level with the adjacent foot paths. June stayed up with the boys and I walked down the 

hillside with Kyla and Audrey. 

… 

The following week, I went to visit BF2 during Long Recess. I was working on a map of 

the school grounds and wanted the perspective BF2 afforded. I found Colin and Sean up there on 

this occasion and said “Hi,” but soon noticed that the support beam was no longer there, and the 

roof we laid last week was now on the ground. Colin explained that “a lady up there went for a 
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walk” (gesturing above toward a house that sits between the forest and a boulevard). I had not 

seen that house before he pointed it out. Colin implied that the neighbor had walked on the roof, 

which must have collapsed under her, falling perhaps 1-2 feet. A plank that was used to support 

one side of the roof also broke and the support beam was knocked over. Colin began to tell me 

about new construction plans for BF2, though I didn’t quite understand what he was saying. He 

asked for my help to reposition the large piece of plywood that we carried up last week. After it 

was in place, I left and walked down the hillside. 

… 

When I arrived to school a week later, my first instinct when I saw “ Private Property: No 

Trespassing” signs along the Northeastern border of the Forest was to check whether the signs 

blocked access to BF2. They did.

Throughout the day, I learned more details about the emergent property dispute. Over the 

weekend, the owner of the house where “the lady who went for a walk” lives, placed a half 

dozen black, white and neon orange signs along the edge of what was claimed to be his property. 

It was the second day of this dispute, and before Main Lesson began, the students were 

continuing to discuss this event. Sean said that he thought the signs were put up so that the kids 

who lived there could play and use BF2 for themselves. June responded that that is not what she 

heard; she told the students that the signs were put up because the homeowner was afraid that 

someone might get hurt on his land. The conversation ended as June began to explain what she 

wanted to do for Main Lesson. She would narrate a story while directing the students to ask out 

various parts.  

A Property Dispute Creation Story 

 The Goddess Mother [Katie standing on tree stump, moving her arms as June narrates]  

reigns over all. Speaking to its inhabitants, she says “the earth belongs to all, to everyone  and 

everything” During this time when the Goddess Mother reigned, before men laid claim to the 

land, children [Audrey] were able to skip and frolic wherever they please. 
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 But soon two explorers arrived [Colin and Sean, each carrying a rope], one from the East 

and one from the West. They came to stake out land and to call it their own, leaving less space 

for everything and everyone. [Audrey began to look very sad and cowering, staying outside the 

roped off “boundaries” of Calvin’s and Sequoia’s properties]

April paused the story at this point because the two explorers had not claimed intersecting 

pieces of land. She moved the edges of the rope/property boundaries laid on the floor so that they 

would overlap. Now that the claims to land were intersecting, the story could go on.  

 The explorers were now in a dispute and needed a judge [David]. [At this point, the two 

explorers, Colin and Sean began to look at each other sternly, occasionally smiling and laughing. 

The judge, David, made a serious face, puffed out his cheeks and chest, clenched his fists and 

stiffly held his arms out at his side. He looked back and forth between Colin and Sean, as they 

began to grunt and push their heads against each other, soon adding their arms. When they 

started to wrestle David, as the judge, and June, as the teacher/narrator, intervened, asking the 

two explorers to go back to their own houses]  

 June then asked “what was the judge going to do to help resolve this conflict?”[David 

began to rub his chin, visibly contemplating what to do]. 

Concluding A Pedagogical Lesson  

June ended the story-play and asked the class what they think should happen next. Sean 

quickly shouted “War!” with a huge smile on his face. Colin said he would leave and find 

somewhere else to go. It was then agreed upon by the students that one person should take the 

other persons land, except for Audrey, who said she would share. And except for David, who 

continued acting as judge. He decided the best course was to measure. He ran to the cupboard 

and grabbed a ruler and began to measure various aspects of the intersecting ropes. As he did 

this, June retrieved a brass candle holder with a protruding handle and placed it in the middle of 

the circular rug, redirecting the students’ attention. She asked the students to look at the handle in 

relation to the candle and asked if “the handle to the left or the right of the candle?” Their 

answers depended on where the student was standing or sitting. It was either on the right- left- or 
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in the middle. June then asked, “who was right?” No one answered. June then abruptly ended 

Main Lesson exclaiming that they all were “right” and even though they all had different 

answers, it didn’t mean that anyone was “wrong.”

The students quickly left the yurt to go put on their outdoor shoes as Long Recess began. 

This would be my last visit to BF2 (and possibly everyone else’s for the school year) as the 

property dispute awaited official surveyors. As we were dismantling what was left of BF2, the 

two homeschooled kids living in the house above could be seen running around the Forest and 

overheard talking to one another. Once dismantled, Colin, Sean and David scouted out a new 

location to began fort building, settling on a what would soon become “Red Fox Hollow.”  
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Chapter 4: Being a Student at East School

Being in 1st or 2nd grade, between the ages of six and eight, a student at East School is a 

child living within childhood. In an attempt to see and understand their experience, I must first 

deconstruct the layers of interpretation and expectations that act as structuring structures shading 

their day-to-day experience as beings considered students in relation to their teacher and children 

in relation to adults. As a student/child, they are most generally understood as growing, 

developing, unique beings needing guidance and protection and loving care, offered by parents, 

guardians and teachers. In this way, the daily experiences of a student/child are fundamentally 

affected by decisions that parents, guardians and teachers make, often “in their best interest.” 

Three prominent, interrelated concepts within East School pedagogy influencing a 

teacher’s understanding are health, imitation, and individuality. Printed on East School’s website 

under the heading “What We Do,” young student are “highly imitative and therefore our program 

is designed to set examples of healthy and respectful ways to interact with self, others and the 

surrounding environment.” Health is a broad concept, containing within it notions of individual, 

social and environmental health. Imitating what is modeled before them, East School teachers 

understand that a student can and does absorb, through an innate capacity of imitation, whatever 

is in the school environment. This understanding demands that surrounding adults, particularly 

parents or teachers, act as a boundary and a boundary-maker, keeping out of the immediate 

environment unhealthy influences. The young student/child is not yet able to discern what is 

health promoting or not. Again, from the East School website,  
 [p]reserving warmth in the children’s bodies preserves their health-cold is a stress for the body. Children  
 are not fully aware of their need for more layers; they may tell you they are warm even while their lips turn  
 blue! 

An East School student’s state of health is understood in relation to and dependent on their 

immediate environment, created by and including their caretakers.  
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 The concept of imitation is operationalized through an anthroposophical  world view and 7

is likewise a generalized social constructivist perspective. Although not articulated as such, I 

argue that the concept of imitation is compatible with an understanding of childhood as a socially 

constructed, symbolic context marked by ongoing experiences entangled in reconfiguring, 

contradicting and, at times, seen and unseen violent processes of change (Stephens 1995; Tisdall 

2012). 

 In particular, teachers and some parents are actively engaged in protecting (as boundary-

making) students/children from various unhealthful influences, such as candy and watching TV, 

as demonstrated by Sean and Colin’s conversation at BF2. Generally, it has been shown that 

young people are highly aware of what they are being protected from, even if the adults refuse 

speak about it (see Bluebond-Langner 1978). My fieldwork reaffirms this. In further agreement 

with contemporary transdisciplinary efforts in “Childhood Studies” I understand the students to 

be living between and within socially constructed spaces. It is a lack of uniformity and 

agreement that my ethnographic project speaks to, along with an interest in understanding young 

people’s lived experience. 

Similar to the student/children they are expected to protect, raise and educate, the adults 

are also living within and in relation to adulthood, as a social and symbolic context marked by 

change. Between adulthood and childhood are practices of relating. A predominate practice of 

adulthood on childhood is characterized as an expectation to affect and effect others (i.e to raise, 

to teach). A teacher or a parent conceptually grounds their practice of adulthood on childhood 

through a “social vision” (i.e a pedagogy, a child-rearing philosophy, “common sense,” etc.) 

 Anthroposophy, which in this context is interchangeable with Waldorf pedagogy, occupies an interesting space in 7

regards to being an authoritative account. From June’s perspective, East School is a Waldorf school and so she 
practices Waldorf pedagogy. Meaning, her practice as an educator is fundamentally informed by an anthroposophical 
social vision elaborated by Rudolf Steiner during the beginning of the twentieth century in Northern Europe. After 
receiving his PhD in Philosophy and writing books on phenomenological epistemology and the science of Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe, Steiner began developing his own “spiritual science” out of his clairvoyant capacities which 
allowed him to see into the spiritual world. The result, was anthroposophy (literally the wisdom of the human 
being). Steiner’s scope was far-reaching such that Anthroposophical praxis now extends beyond primary education 
with initiatives in medicine, therapy, art, dance and agriculture. The validity of anthroposophy is highly contested 
and teachers and parents tend to respond individually. Though fundamentally informed by anthroposophical studies, 
Waldorf schools like East School are relying more and more on conventional scientific studies that justify their 
efforts or offer compatible advice. 
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A social vision is understood as a technology of knowledge. A social vision is a way of 

seeing that implies understanding. Furthermore, it implies a particular way of being. Considered 

a child living within childhood, a young person’s being is dramatically affected by social visions 

of adults. If pedagogy is understood as a social vision, then it is possible to explore how a 

pedagogical perspective intwines with feelings and actions of a teacher. I will explore how East 

School’s pedagogy, as a social vision practiced by June, fundamentally informs the organization 

of a students school day and her role as teacher.

The pedagogy espoused by East School, while partially embracing a social-constructivist 

perspective on adult-child relationships, also sees human beings as embodied individualities. Yet 

the concept of individuality is not clearly articulated nor it is clearly “practiced” by June. As 

stated on the East School website, the teacher strives “to honor each child’s individual gifts” and 

to raise “free-thinking individuals” without “imposing concepts or ideals.”  What is meant by the 

term individuality, as understood through the anthroposophical framework, is that we, as living 

human beings, are reincarnating spiritual beings. Though part of a human species, individual 

humans are understood as being fundamentally unique and it is through a particular kind of 

thinking that we are/can be free. While at East School, I never heard June explicitly reference 

karma and reincarnation, however she did occasionally and ambiguously imply karma as a 

reasoning for her relational dynamic to a particular student. 

 Important concepts are operationalized through June’s practice of pedagogy. The 

environment created for the student/child at school is carefully curated and the behaviors of 

students are likewise thought about, discussed and understood by their teacher(s) through a 

particular pedagogy/social vision. So, for example, when an East School student/child differs 

from the pedagogical ideal, it is their health that is at stake. The cause could be because of their 

individuality (i.e their karma) or because of an element in their environment (including other 

people) that they are imitating. Regardless, East School pedagogy seeks to recognize and rectify 

the unhealthy influence, either through reconfiguring the environment or introducing 

pedagogical strategies for a student to practice. 

 Seeing young people as living within a context created by others in the way just outlined 

allows for a social analysis that does not take for granted what is presented as “natural” and 
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“common sense,” yet it also reinforces the “biological fact of a young person’s immaturity” 

through focusing on how this “immaturity” is “understood and made meaningful” (James and 

Prout 1990: 7). I recognize that while young people grow up within the life-worlds created for 

them and are “looked at” and shaped though particular social visions, they too (re)create life-

worlds. Such a perspective seeks to reconcile and recognize young people as socially active 

beings engaged in the “creation and dissolution of boundaries between self and others” and as 

active participants in constructing their shared social and symbolic worlds (Carpena-Méndez 

2012: 121). Childhood then, is not just a social context configured by adults, but a “site of active 

negotiation about what is given from the outside and what is developed within” (Stephens 1995: 

33). 

 I argue that by focusing on experiences of being a student/child from this perspective, it 

becomes possible to discuss how politics of culture function at East School from a decentralized 

vantage point; that is, it becomes possible to approach East School from a non-adult lens, 

looking critically at adult culture, through the experiences of the young persons whose lives are 

understood as in the process of “being shaped” (i.e child-rearing). My focus is on the “shaping 

process” in action and so my focus is on adults as much as it is on children. In other words, this 

ethnography of East School is an effort in seeing, understanding and being sensitive to the 

experiences of being in relation; specifically on a few young people who are “being raised and 

educated” by their teacher while at school. 

 What this leads to, which I will discuss in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6, is an analysis 

of how adults are currently engaged in social processes fundamentally dependent on cultivating 

particular forms of childhood and children. As I approach student experience I must unpack the 

ways their teacher goes about constructing childhoods, not just looking at prevalent concepts but 

also the way she attempts to make concepts “come to life.” Likewise, I unpack how “authority” 

functions interpersonally.  

 Young people at East School are experiencing adult-initiated efforts in creating and 

manifesting new childhoods. While this effort shows itself to be messy and ineffective, at least 

occasionally, it is made possible by a socially sanctioned role of adults in relation to children. I 

assert that adults at East School are framing (a new) reality for children through the creation and 
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enforcement of boundaries around appropriate and inappropriate experiences and behaviors, 

imbued with the pressure/influence they exert as authority figures/caretakers. I base my 

argument on an analogous position built primarily from a synthesis of the work of Ulrich Beck, 

Karen Barad and Judith Butler which, when read together, illuminate how risk deciders can 

socially materialize risk through framing reality (for others), as they draw boundaries around 

what is and is not a risk through the pressure/influence they exert as expert’s. While this highly 

theorized way of understanding what is going on at East School is productive in it’s own ways, it 

still cannot capture how students/children themselves are actively involved in negotiating and 

contributing to their own worlds. Or, it can, if we allows ourselves (as adults) to recognize how 

young people go about exerting their own authority through boundary drawing. There is a 

collective effort in doing this, formed around the concept of “agency.” While comparatively 

under theorized and susceptible to misuse, I will discuss “agency” further in the following 

chapter. 

The Mechanics Of A Social Vision

As I have already stated a social vision is a technology of knowledge. It is a “knowing 

gaze.” It is, generally speaking, a praxis of knowing and making sense of what one sees and/or 

experiences. It is what Marcel Merleau-Ponty called objectification, which presumes a mind/

body union while recognizing a dominant world view of mind/body dualism. Objectification is 

an added layer of meaning, making sense of and altering phenomenal experience. 

Objectifications or social visions are the stories of understanding that we use to “make sense” of 

felt experiences. These stories can be quite powerful, imbued with power; they can, quite 

literally, rearrange matter and (re)configure social worlds. I will now outline a widely held 

implicit “understanding” of how perception “works.”

Drawing primarily on Karen Barad (2007), Ulrich Beck (2000) and Judith Butler (2009), 

a social vision within a particular social and symbolic position, can transform what is not yet real

—known/seen—into something real—known/seen. This is how a particular demographic’s 

learned social vision, building off of Chapter 1, can and does materialize concepts and rearrange 
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matter. When it comes to child-adult relations, an adult is expected to, and generally does, 

occupy this privileged position.  

In “Risk Society Revisited” Ulrich Beck (2000) addresses critiques of his sociology of 

risk perception while restating its basic premise. Citing Van Loon (1998), “only by thinking of 

risk in terms of reality, or better, a becoming real (a virtuality) can social materialization be 

understood…Risks cannot be understood outside their materialization in particular 

mediations” (Beck 2000: 136). According to Beck (2000) and Van Loon (1998) risks are possible 

futures—a virtuality—that can only become “real” through already making sense, at least as a 

potentiality, in a particular sociocultural context.  

 Beck (2000) explains that a risk can become real through the knowing gaze of “risk 

deciders”—educated experts—who occupy a space of power and privilege. A risk decider sees 

and understands that a risk is a risk first and then informs (or educates) others about said risk. It 

is through this process that a risk can become real to someone who did not see the risk at first. 

According to Beck (2000), the acceptance of a more knowing person’s declaration of new reality 

results in changes in the receivers perception and behavior, thereby socially materializing. When 

it comes to East School students, parents and teachers are the educated experts and expected to 

act as protectors, and so are likewise “risk-deciders.”  

 As a teacher, June is positioned as the “expert” within this particular social context. 

During a conversation about the yurt classroom that was constructed the summer prior to my 

visit, June explained that at the time East School did not have enough money to purchase 

insulation. With a cloth canvas and wood lattice wall, the classroom was primarily heated by a 

wood burning stove. During the coldest months, however, the stove was not enough and June 

explained that she had to use an electric space heater as well. Expressed as a disappointment and 

regret, using a space heater was in direct opposition to the school’s socioecological mission. East 

School is attempting to demonstrate to students and parents a way of urban living that does not 

rely extensively on electricity for basic comforts. June had to make a decision whilst standing 

between two risks; the potential risk of prolonged exposure to cold, a risk made (more) real 

through East School’s anthroposophical social vision that sees warmth as important to ensuring 

health, and the potential ecological risk of electronic consumption, a risk made real through East 
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School’s socioecological social vision. June decided to use an electric space heater, and she also 

decided to organize a collection of wool blankets to use as a cheaper form of insulation in 

preparation for the following school year. June regretted the decision of not insulating the Yurt 

because if done, it would have likely been possible to mitigate both risks. June not only 

perceived risks but also socially manifested the risks through her feelings and actions; through 

using the space heater to prevent overexposure to cold, through regret and disappointment, and 

through the decisions and actions leading toward insulating the canvas yurt classroom. 

Demonstrated by June, what is termed as “risk perception” (Beck 1992; 2000) is more than a 

way of seeing/understanding, it also informs one’s feeling and actions.  

  

Framing Reality For Another  

  

 I would like to further explore the process of “influencing” another’s perception and 

experience. To do this, I turn to the concepts of “framing” (Butler 2009) and “boundary drawing 

and making” (Barad 2007). I argue that risk perception is a practice of framing and boundary-

making and that the terms are nearly interchangeable. Succinctly, risk perception/boundary-

making/framing is a medium of a social vision, a particular way of being and experiencing 

entwined to perception. The aforementioned scholars, through their own interests, articulate 

ways an individual’s perception can likewise be an expression of sociopolitical power, 

demonstrated in the ability to influence. It is important to question the perceived degree of 

acceptance of this influence, an issue I briefly speak to later in this chapter.   

 According to Judith Butler (2009), framing is a way of presenting an image or story that 

aides in a viewer’s/listener’s subject production. A frame “does not simply exhibit reality, but 

actively participates in a strategy of containment, selectively producing and enforcing what will 

count as reality” (Butler 2009: xiii). In other words, a presented image or story is “an active 

intervention upon life” that is structured by and instrumentalized by “certain versions of 

reality” (ibid). Similarly, and speaking in reference to an ultrasound machine, Barad (2007) 

argues that the ultrasound and the resultant image necessarily constrains and enables “what is 

seen and produce[s an image] in accordance with iteratively intra-active technoscientific, 
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medical, economic, political, biological, and cultural development…[and] in intra-action with 

other historically and culturally specific apparatuses” (Barad 2007: 212). In other words, the 

imaged fetus in a sonogram is more than just a framed image, is it a demonstration of a highly 

contextualized sociocultural practice of perception and boundary-drawing that differentiates and 

separates materialities.  

 Butler (2009) argues, and Beck (2000) and Barad (2007) demonstrate, that we 

(Americans) are taught a particular way to see the world that is simultaneously a way of 

intervening upon the world. A social vision delineating what is and can be seen, is, according to 

Butler (2009), likewise a practice of maintaining “certain versions of reality.” Implying that 

through influential social visions it would be possible to reconfigure “reality” through the social 

materialization of concepts/risks.  

 Returning to Chapter 3, the story June created and asked the students to act out is an 

example of framing; of intervening into another’s experience in an attempt to reconfigure it. In 

other words, I see it as an effort in influencing the students’ subjective production of their own 

perspective while also attempting to reconfigure their understanding of a shared social 

experience. Specifically, June wanted to (re)frame the ongoing property dispute with neighbors. 

Most of the students were upset with what happened, and Sean and Colin, in particular expressed 

anger towards the neighbor. Generally speaking, most of the students expressed a feeling of 

unfairness. June’s “creation story” is a constructed production of what should count as reality 

informed by her pedagogical social vision, confusing and disjointed as it may have been. Once 

the story ends, June abruptly changes direction, cutting off David’s (as the judge) effort to 

resolve the dispute with measurement. With no explicit connection to the story she created, June 

transitioned into another effort at (re)framing the property dispute. The “candle holder lesson” 

appeared to express June’s intention for the students to “understand” that there was no “right” or 

“wrong” side in the property dispute, since all sides were looking at it from a different vantage 

point. Of course, June’s side-by-side efforts in reframing the same experience/event implies that 

June’s vantage point is the “most right,” as the more-knowing teacher and adult. Based on the 

student response’s, I do not think her effort in framing had the desired effect in alternating the 
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students’ understanding of reality of the situation. If anything, June’s efforts  encouraged them to 

wait to discuss what happened when out of June’s ear shot.  

 As already mentioned, for Beck (2006), those who are most educated about the risk, or at 

least appear to be most educated about the risks, are allowed more credibility and a greater 

sphere of influence. However, I am not focused on national politics nor am I interested in 

explaining collective obedience on a national scale. To reiterate, Butler (2009), like Ulrich Beck, 

looks at a national scale, focusing on similarity and cohesion enforced by hegemonic images of 

personhood perpetuated though widespread consumption of a monopolized media network. This 

vantage point looks for the effect the controllers (risk deciders/authoritative experts, those who 

decide on what to frame and how) have on the controlled (everyone else); specifically, it looks 

for and sees desired and predictable effects. As an effort in a social constructivist theory of being, 

it does not quite capture, or get close enough to, the experiences of students at East School. This 

analysis can and will be taken further with Karen Barad’s (2007) concept of “mattering.” 

Mattering-Matter 

 In Meeting the Universe Halfway (2007) Barad attempts a “causal explanation of how 

discursive practices are related to material phenomena” through explaining how perception and 

material reality are “inter-related.” Barad presents her theory of “agential realism” by dissecting 

two prominent practices of “imaging” technologies, ultrasounds and Scanning Tunnel 

Microscope’s (STM) (Barad 2007: 45). Reading Beck (2000) alongside Barad (2007), a concept 

(i.e a fetus as an individual entity separate from the mother and external environment) 

materializes when a perceptual capacity links up with a corresponding sociocultural (including 

material) context. The fetus is already there, but the meaning it takes on and reflects back to the 

viewer becomes real (or more real) through a particular social vision (seeing/understanding, 

feeling and acting towards). So, being able to perceive a risk or a sociocultural concept requires a 

kind of familiarity and a realm of possibility that can lead to the materialization of said risk or 

concept, reinforced by appropriate feeling and action. And as it has been implied thus far, the 

capacity to affect what others see/understand and how they feel and act is foremost an experience 
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privileged to those with authority. In other words, only certain people “get to” define risks and 

concepts and even then, it does not necessarily imply predicable, nor unanimous, agreement and 

acceptance. 

 But how is this authority exerted, what does it look like? Beck (2000) offers the most 

simplistic understanding, that authority is expressed through acknowledgment of an expert’s 

“expertise.” A non-expert’s acceptance of an expert-created version of reality, reflected in the 

non-experts actions, demonstrates the expert’s authority. Implied within this understanding is a 

social context that reifies institutions of schooling and the most educated-as-experts who can 

offer the best and most reliable versions of reality. Butler’s (2009) explanation of how authority 

and influence works is dependent on a social context where the dominate social experience is 

exposure and consumption of media. For Butler (2009), this pressure is located in the 

“uncontrollable circulability” of images that empowers “television coverage” with the capacity 

to position a nation of  US “citizens as visual consumers of a violent conflict that happens 

elsewhere” (Butler 2009: xv).  Still, Butler’s argument implies the viewer as unproblematically 8

accepting what is being given. Barad (2007) offers a compatible explanation, an external 

pressure that through repetition and scale manifest’s in perceivable effects. However, Barad’s 

(2007) explanation, while implying a predominate technoscientific culture and speaking more of 

human-object/human-matter relationships than interpersonal relationships, is also open to seeing 

and therefore provides an implicit understanding of the “agency” of what is being seen and/or 

framed. Barad (2007) proposes that the medium of a concept’s social materialization is matter 

and it is through the rearrangement of matter (with matter itself active) that a concept 

materializes. This is Barad’s “agential realism.” 

 Through a discussion on Scanning Tunneling Microscope’s (STM), Barad demonstrates 

that the imaging capacity is a “uniquely quantum phenomena” known as “tunneling” that allows 

energy barriers to be crossed; a boundary which should not possible to transcend according to 

Newtonian physics (Barad 2007: 52). As the working of an STM defy’s laws of Newtonian 

physics, the STM doesn’t just “see” atoms, it matters-matter; it participates in the co-construction 

of an atom along with the particles that are identified as an atom. It is through an application of 

 This is otherwise termed as a battle of the population’s imagination (see Appaduari 1996). 8
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pressure, exerted by the “tunneling” capacity of an STM, that atoms visually materialize before 

the viewers eyes. In other words, “seeing” an atom through an STM is a demonstration of a 

power/pressure relationship that matters-matter. An image materializes,  

 through the repeated application of pressure on the body. The body reacts to the forces, manifest as shifting  
 material alignments and changes in potential and becomes not simply the receiver by also the transmitter or 
 local source of the signal or sign that operates through it (Barad 2007: 189 italics added).  

“Body,” in this usage, refers to an image, a concept and a physical/material existence; it is an 

entity made real through an ongoing relationship to apparatuses (each emitting unique pressures) 

that see it and make it. It is an experience of being a body in context. This is how Barad (2007) 

complicates the theory of social construction: an individual being is also a becoming always in 

relation to other beings that are also becomings. Like their teacher, the students at East School 

are individual beings that are not just “being made,” raised and educated, but are also active in 

their own making, in each other’s making and in the reconfiguration of shared social and 

symbolics worlds.  

 Returning to Barad’s theory of agential realism (2007) power (as authority and influence) 

is exerted through a material force that feels like pressure. This is how perception, as an 

apparatus and in conjunction with technoscientific apparatuses, acts as a discursive practice. 

Within and through a nexus of power/pressure, particular ephemeral objects emerge. And so, 

being, from the perspective of a position of authority, is a transitory form and experience created 

through repeated applications of pressure/power.  

 This is as close to the student experience that I think is possible through a social 

constructivist (and adult-centered) lens. What I have just described is how certain people, 

particularly teachers, parents, and guardians go about seeing, understanding, and (trying to) 

shape, influence and raise student/children; that is, a way of being (in relation to children) that 

reaffirms adult authority through pedagogical social visions/technologies of knowledge. 

Furthermore, what I have just presented likewise implies that a characteristic of the social 

context children are expected to occupy is to be “inside” a nexus of power and pressure; children 

are understood as always in relation to their parents’ and teachers’ socially sanctioned capacity to 

influence-as-pressure their own becoming. This nexus is not a space, per se, but a process of 
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sociocultural reproduction in which adults quite literally shape young people from the outside. 

Or, at least try.   

 June, doing her job as teacher, goes about seeing the students through a particular social 

vision. Approaching the students pedagogically, she sees and understands them in a certain way 

and is likewise feeling and acting towards them in a way corresponding to what she sees and 

understands. Her relationship to the students, as a teacher, can be further described as an ongoing 

intervention (i.e “educating”). This ongoing intervention, the way she organizes the school day, 

the specific lessons and activities she plans for the students, the various interactions between 

herself and students, has the effect of maintaining her position as an authority (as teacher) in 

relation to others (students) even when this authority is being challenged or tested. June’s 

effectiveness in intervening on the student’s being and becoming, similar to the parent’s 

effectiveness, is not predictable or complete. There is some recognition of this by June, however 

she ultimately understands this phenomena as a conflict, typically as a kind of rebellion (i.e 

“testing the boundaries”).  

 Generally speaking, June was modeling for students a way of living/being with the 

implicit caveat that they are not old enough to actually be allowed to be like that. What she 

understands as “testing the boundaries,” is, I argue, an instance of a “child” acting like an 

“adult,” a state of being young people are implicitly not allowed or supposed to express without 

repercussions. A consistent response to such instances was June’s re-exertion of authority, which 

primarily expressed as silence and/or ignoring the student. This will be discussed in more detail 

in the following section. 

 Since I am attempting a child-centered ethnography I do not situate the perspective of 

June or the parents as explanatory or strictly determinative of the student experience, but I also 

cannot ignore real social and power dynamics present at East School. If I had done either, it 

would have resulted in an uncomplicated social constructivist analysis that relies, 

problematically, on describing incongruent social phenomena as anomalies or deviations from 

the “norm;” or it would have resulted in an unreflexive application of “agency.”  For example, 

going back to Sean’s and Colin’s conversation at BF2, when they were imagining a world 

without teachers or adults, I could see that as a kind of rebelling. Instead, I propose that Sean and 
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Colin’s conversation was a boundary drawing practice, in which they reconfigured the scope and 

presence of June’s expressed authority. I argue that Sean and Colin were creating a space, 

literally and metaphorically, where they could imagine the materialization of their own worlds. 

This space was “not as real” and would likely not become real because of their designation as 

children within childhood. 

 In reference to young people, it is imperative to recognize that their experience of 

personhood is understood through and influenced by the perception of adults. This is particularly 

important when trying to make sense of difference on an individual level. Butler (2009) writes, in 

reference to Michel Foucault’s work, of an inability to distinguish between what one “finds” and 

what one “makes” in a new “cultural metaphysics.” I argue that when it comes to adults seeing 

and understanding young people, this proposed inability of being able to distinguish between 

what one is attempting to make (through “chid-rearing”) and what one is finding (as 

“individuality” or “agency”) is real and influenced by an adult’s “unconscious” desire to satiate 

social impulses (Bourdieu 1989). 

What follows is a discussion of June seeing two students differently. I will detail, 

ethnographically, how June goes about her attempts to shape them through problematic  

distinctions of behavior as special or as a rebellious (what she calls “testing the boundaries”).  

Being/Made Special & Being/Made Rebellious 

Main Lesson follows Circle Time which follows Farm Chores. Usually, Main Lesson is the only 

time we were inside. The following has been edited from field notes:  

 Today, Main Lesson was nearly two hours. I sat on a purple cushion in the back of the 
room, observing though trying not to stare at any one person for too long. June began Main 
Lesson with a verse. 
 Kayla spoke out, complaining about“having to say the same thing every day.” She then 
asked June “why they had to say the same thing every day?” June did not respond to Kayla, 
ignoring her question and continuing with the verse.  
 I am in the back of the circular room, near the snack table. Before me, there are four 
squat wooden desks situated in a crescent opening up to two chalkboards attached to the wooden 
lattice frame of the yurt. There is also a free standing chalkboard. Behind each desk are two 
purple cushions. Soon after “being seated,” in which the five other students did just that, David 
began to move. My attention immediately went to him; he literally crawled and slithered over 
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and around his desk. At one point he was on his back on the desk, head and feet hanging over 
either edge. He exclaimed “this is so comfortable!” As David moved about, and as I was 
watching him, June begun and continued with today’s Language Art’s lesson. June focused on 
reading, writing and spelling.  
 Though David was in near-constant motion, unlike the other five students who sat 
relatively still on their purple cushions, he also appeared to be listening as he would 
sporadically shout out an answer to a question June posed. June repeatedly asked David to raise 
his hand and/or give the other students time to think and a chance to answer.  
 Perhaps halfway through Main Lesson June walked over to a nearby cupboard and 
pulled out a golden yellow wad of beeswax and handed it to David. He soon broke off a few 
small pieces and threw them at Audrey, who was sat to his left. June went back over to David, 
holding out her hand signaling for David to give back the beeswax she just gave him. All of this 
(going to the cupboard, handing David beeswax, David throwing beeswax, June taking the 
beeswax back) happened without acknowledgement as June continued the Language Art’s 
presentation.  
 Later that day, during Short Recess, I stood on the porch next to June as the students 
played “mushroom tag.” June brought David up in conversation, mentioning that the beeswax 
wasn’t helping/working like she hoped it would. She implied that it wasn’t getting David to sit 
still. She told me that David enjoys finger knitting (a method of knitting using only one’s hands), 
and in the past this was June’s go-to option. June then explained that he wasn’t finger knitting 
today because he already knitted all the yarn she could afford to let him use for this purpose. A 
few weeks ago, they measured the knitted cord he had made during various Main Lessons, and it 
turned out to be nearly 96 feet in length. As June told me this, she realized that they could just 
“recycle” the yarn. 
 Short Recess, like Long Recess, ends when June rings a small brass bell. It was about 
that time, yet rather than just ring the bell, like I witnessed in the past, June looked out to see 
what David was doing. She explained to me that since he attended school only two days a week, 
she was disinclined to abruptly end recess time when he was in the“middle of something.”  

Framing David  

Of the seven children who attended East School’s first year of a grades program, David 

was the second oldest and one of two students who were primarily homeschooled, attending East 

School only part-time.  As it so happened, David attended East School on the days that I 

typically visited, Tuesdays and Thursdays. While I cannot say for sure, I think that David’s being 

older and homeschooled can, at least partially, explain why he was already able to do many of 

things the other students were just learning. He knew how to read, write and spell, and he knew 

basic algebra. In this way, it “makes sense” that David’s presence appeared to be and was treated 
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as intrusive during Main Lesson, as June was attempting to teach the other students something 

David already knew. I wondered if David was bored during such times.   

 But David was also allowed various exceptions that were not allowed to the other six 

students outside of Main Lesson. He could leave Circle Time and/or refuse to join it in the first 

place. On one occasion, as the other students were copying a verse from the blackboard, David 

worked on a map he drew based on a book he read at home. During Farm Chores, he would often 

do something other than what he was asked to do. Typically he would just leave an activity or 

start doing something else without asking or declaring it; typically, and like the “beeswax event,” 

this would be done in silence. On occasion, June would ask David to come back to an activity 

that everyone was expected to participate in, or to sit still, raise his hand, etc. Sometimes he 

would agree/comply, sometimes he would not.   

 More than intellectual achievement and formal “academics,” June’s pedagogical social 

vision understands grade school (ages 7-14) as a time to develop social-emotional capacities. 

Interpersonal relationships and a feeling of “being together” and “apart of a group” are a primary 

“goal” during this time. Based on conversations with June and observations of her actions, it 

appeared that this pedagogical lesson/experience was especially important for David as she 

understood David to be different and separate from the group.  

 With social togetherness as a primary “lesson,” a social untogetherness is presupposed. 

From June’s perspective, David was already different and separate from the other students. 

Because “being together” was important, June’s perception of David being different and separate 

led to various interventions intended to integrate David into a group. For example, intended as an 

intervention that would encourage “togetherness” (by proximity), June would assign/allow David 

to finger knit and/or handle beeswax (which turned out to be an intervention she soon rescinded) 

during Main Lesson. This likewise had the effect of reinforcing and reinscribing David’s 

perceived differentness. Another kind of intervention was a kind of “exception to the rules” that 

intended to prevent disruption of everyone else “being together;” for example, David could leave 

Circle Time which not only contradicts the overall goal of everyone being together but also had 

an effect of emphasizing David’s differentness as exceptional. With good intentions and a desire 

to appropriately care for the students, June’s interpersonal relationship with David emphasized to 
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the other students, and to David as well, that he was different and separate. In other words, the 

way June interpreted what it meant to be apart of a group and the way she understood David 

supported David being set apart from the group. June understood her experience and 

understanding of David and David’s experience and way-of-being as the same thing. 

 Of all the students, June spoke to me most about David. She worried about him, 

wondered about him, and most generally, focused on his behavior. What June didn’t express was 

recognition that her understanding and consequential “treatment” of David helped keep him 

separate through her differently-formed expectations of behavior. 

Resisting Kayla 

 At East School Kayla wasn’t different, not in the same way as David. Rather, June treated 

Kayla as difficult. Kayla would ask why she and the other students had to do something, 

proclaiming that she didn’t want to, or didn’t see the point. Just about every time I witnessed 

this, June responded with silence. Even though Kayla would ask why they had to have Circle 

Time every day, she still participated. None of the other students left Circle Time like David 

would, like David could. 

 During Circle Time on my second visit, after asking why they had to do this every day, 

and asking why they had to say the same thing, June continued explaining and then initiated a 

weaving circle dance. We all held hands and took turns “weaving” under each other’s arms in a 

clockwise movement. June was standing to the right of Kayla, and so would have to weave under 

her and Kayla’s held hands. However, when it was June’s turn, Kayla pressed her left arm against 

her side which had the effect of making it impossible to for June weave under. June didn’t say 

anything to Kayla, instead she physically moved Kayla’s arm away from her side until there was 

enough room to weave under. This scene was repeated every time it was June’s turn.  

 Later that same day, during Main Lesson, the student’s were asked to practice writing and 

spelling. June told them they would have to write a secret pen pal letter to another classmate. 

After going over the structure of the letter, there was a long discussion about the letter’s content. 

June asked them to write something that would make the receiver “feel joy in their heart.” Sean 
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asked if he could write a riddle, like “meet me by where the light’s fire meets the water’s end.” 

June responded that that was not what the letter was for which seemed to be confusing for them. 

Kayla then spoke up, declaring that she wanted to write a joke because jokes fill her heart with 

joy. June didn’t directly respond to Kayla, instead saying that if they really wanted to write a 

riddle they could, but she had to approve it first. June ignored Kayla question, which Kayla 

didn’t pose as a question but as a challenge to June’s instructions.  

 I bore witness to many exchanges of this kind between June and Kayla. On my first day,  

after all of the students had been picked up by their parents, June remarked that Kayla “tested the 

boundaries” more than usual; referring to the multiple times throughout the day that Kayla asked 

why they (the students) had to do what June wanted them to do. I asked June if she thought it had 

anything to do with my being there, but June thought it had more to do with coming back to 

school after spring break. Implying that Kayla was “readjusting” to being back at school where 

she would have to do what was asked/expected of her.   

 While David’s individuality was perceived and treated as exceptional by June, Kayla’s 

individuality was perceived and treated as difficult. Generally, David accepted the boundaries 

that June created for him whereas Kayla tested those boundaries. And as I have shown, June 

constructed different boundaries and had different expectations of behavior. Within June’s social 

vision, it made sense for David to be allowed to leave Circle Time, but it didn’t make sense for 

Kayla, or any other student, to be allowed to leave. All of the students seemed to be astutely 

aware of what David was allowed to do because they were not allowed to do the same things. 

 Was Kayla already different/difficult or was she being made different by June’s social 

vision? Was she only difficult in relation to June? Like David’s experience, Kayla’s experience 

of being an East School student, as an individual, can be understood as an ephemeral experience 

in relation to the environment, to the other students and to the expectations of behavior created 

and enforced by June. Like every other student at East School, as June attempts to shape and 

make (to educate) Kayla, Kayla is actively involved in the making of her self and is likewise 

making June. But Kayla’s efforts are not understood as such. From Kayla’s perspective, June is 

an adult who’s rules and expectations are unfair and don’t make sense. What is most frustrating 

is that, even after repeatedly bringing this to June’s attention, June ignores her and instead 
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understand’s Kayla’s insistence as “testing the boundaries.” June cannot recognize Kayla’s 

boundary drawing as boundary drawing, but as a testing of the boundaries June draws and gets to 

draw as the adult/teacher/authority figure. David is also drawing his own boundaries, but as they 

are seemingly compatible with the boundaries that June is drawing, their relationship is not 

confrontational like June and Kayla’s. Unlike David, June’s way of being with and framing 

Kayla results in near constant frustration for Kayla. I was not surprised to find out, a month into 

field work, that Kayla had left East School.  

An Act Of Destruction?  

 Returning briefly to Judith Butler (2009) and Karen Barad (2007) in relation to social 

visions as a discursive practice, they disagree whether it’s possible to recognize what one doesn’t 

see (and understand). For Barad (2007), boundary drawing and making is a necessary part of 

doing science.  A responsible and ethical science, Barad (2007) argues, is a practice that 9

recognizes the process of boundary drawing while recognizing what is intentionally left outside 

the drawn boundaries. Butler (2009), on the other hand, argues that framing (as a practice of 

boundary drawing) necessitates destruction, as the practice of framing implies that something is 

thrown out and is likewise a way of “de-legitimating alternative versions of reality” (Butler 

2009: xiii). 

 Knowing how to feel and act “appropriately” occurs through a subject formation process 

that is based on excluding and leaving out anything that is “not-me” or through a process of self-

abjection where the subject that emerges is a reflection of the “dimensions of oneself that fail[s] 

to conform to the discrete…norm[s] of the human subject” (ibid 141).  In other words, Butler 10

(2009) argues that we feel what we feel and act how we act toward an object/subject as a result 

of the perceived relationship between ourselves and the object/subject. What we “know” about 

 This is, essentially, the same argument that Bourdieu makes in his proposal for a reflexive sociology, which I 9

discuss in Chapter 1. 

 Similarly, this is also a restatement of Bourdieu’s argument in Homo Academicus;  “the university field is, like 10

any other field, the locus of a struggle to determine the conditions and the criteria of legitimate membership and 
legitimate hierarchy…to determine which properties are pertinent, effective and liable to function as capital so as to 
generate the specific profits guaranteed by the field” (Bourdieu 1988: 11)
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the world, ourself, and another is how to feel and act appropriately towards them. Similary, when 

“raising” children, we are teaching them how to feel and act appropiately. As I have already 

stated, Karen Barad is, for the most part, speaking about relationships between humans and 

objects, or humans and matter. Judith Butler is speaking about relationships between humans. So 

while Barad (2007) argues that an ethical practice of mattering, “doing science,” is possible, 

Butler’s (2009) argument implies that the way we practice mattering, through boundary drawing/

framing maintains symbolic power and an onto-epistemological domination of the maker.  

 In effect, I found June’s experience and practice of being teacher to be a demonstration of 

Judith Butler’s argument. Through June’s authority as teacher, through her pedagogical practice, 

she maintained symbolic power and onto-epistemological domination over her students while 

understanding this relationship primarily as a form of education and care. What she knew of 

David, or Kayla, was how to feel and act toward them. This conclusion is made possible not only 

through the particular social vision that recognizes students’ efforts in reconfiguring the 

boundaries and effectiveness of June’s authority and influence. 

 By my third visit, Kayla was no longer an East School student. The preceding Sunday, 

June received an e-mail stating that Kayla would conclude the school year somewhere else. June 

was upset with this decision and explained to me her understanding of the sequence of events 

leading to the email thusly:  

 Kayla and her parents were visiting a public school the preceding week. During the  
 school tour, an administrator had expressed surprise and interest in Kayla’s speech. From 
 the administrator’s perspective Kayla had a speech impediment and if she attended the  
 school she would be able to begin speech development classes with the school’s speech  
 therapist. 

While I never got a chance to speak to Kayla or her parents about this decision, I was told by 

Aubrey and Katie (who were repeating what Kayla told them) that when Kayla visited her new 

school she was immediately surrounded by other girls her age and told how special she was. 

 Not only was June critical of this on-the-spot diagnosis that supposedly occurred, she 

explained to me that if Kayla’s parents were really worried about Kayla speech, through her 

access to Title 1 funding, she could have seen a speech therapist while still being a student at 
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East School; all the students at East School had access to Title 1 funding since they were legally 

considered to be homeschooled.  

 June framed Kayla’s leaving East School as the result of a parental decision, one that she 

didn’t agree with. However, I am of the opinion that Kayla played an instrumental role in her 

moving from East School to a nearby public school, I would even go as far as saying that Kayla 

made the decision and her parents accepted it, allowing the decision to leave East School to 

become a reality. The specialness and exceptionalness that June recognized in David at East 

School, was apparently already recognized in Kayla at her new school, by her soon-to-be peers, 

an administrator, speech therapist, and her parents acceptance and agreement to the diagnosis and 

new enrollment.   

  

Conclusion  

 June’s understanding of personhood led to a particular practice of teaching, organizing 

and relating to the daily experiences of East School students. Visible to June and comprehensible 

to June were experiences of being that “made sense” within her social vision. Invisible to June, 

incomprehensible and/or misunderstood were experiences of being that did not or could not 

“make sense.” In particular, June was unable to recognize Kayla as socially active in the same 

ways she herself was socially active. Kayla’s experience of being was not seen as an equitable or 

direct confrontation to June’s attempts in overpowering Kayla but as a behavior demonstrating 

Kayla’s unique individuality—as someone who tests the boundaries—an understanding that 

makes sense within June’s social vision. Similarly, David’s “acceptance” of June’s special 

treatment was understood by June as evidence of David’s individuality—as different. 

 In particular, as she went about “creating social cohesion” between the seven East School 

students, she first had to see a lack of cohesion based on individualities and difference. June 

focused her attention and efforts particularly on David and Kayla, as two strong individualities 

that needed to be tempered through this effort. It is not clear what Junes believed social cohesion, 

or being together, was or looked like. Regardless of what she imagined this to be, her 

imagination of it and her understanding supported her efforts in social materializing “a group.” In 
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other words, June conceived her role of being an East School teacher as marked by a duty to 

facilitate the social materialization of “being together.” Within the Waldorf ethos, this is 

understood as an eight year process (to take place from first to eighth grade), in which the year I 

conducted my field work was the first year.  

 As the clear authority, it followed that June got to organize the school day, tell the 

students what to do and when and how to do it. It is clear from Kayla and June’s relationship that 

June did not think she needed to explain why she taught as she did to the students. June, as 

teacher, exerted her authoritative position in various ways. I have focused on how she exerted 

this authority through differently formed expectations of behavior and ignoring confrontations to 

this authority. The differently formed expectations, I argued, were “made sense of” through her 

pedagogical social vision. As a conceptualization of our life-world, particular concepts have 

taken on primary importance within June’s operationalization of pedagogy. To operationalize a 

pedagogy is to attempt to socially materialize conceptualizations (concepts), as a set of 

interrelated concepts prearranged and thought out before they are usually practiced. Meaning, to 

a certain degree, the concepts already make sense, and if not already “real” are socially viable 

options for reality. The concept of being together, already makes sense to June and it makes 

sense to East School parents, as an abstract concept and as a desired reality. This is what June is 

trying to make real. To do this, June relies on interrelated concepts of imitation, individuality, 

sociality and health.  

 Yet June’s practice of authority and influence, as a caretaker/teacher, was “unsuccessful” 

in ways that she could not recognize. While understanding the students as student/children who 

needed “education,” June’s capacity to recognize functioned to self-affirm her efforts in making 

others. As I have demonstrated, David and Kayla, as ephemeral beings (growing individualities), 

were being made, making themselves, and (re)creating their social and symbolic context; often in 

ways that went unrecognized by their teacher. The following chapter opens the seeming 

“boundedness” of East School as a site, situating it within broader a social context.  
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Chapter 5: Agency As A Concept-In-The-Making  

 “Agency” is a concept fundamental to efforts within childhood studies to usher in a “new 

paradigm” and a corresponding reconstruction of childhood (James and Prout 1990). While 

relevant outside childhood studies, I will focus on its use within childhood studies. In the 

previous chapter, I asserted that Karen Barad’s agential realism—a theoretical framework 

dependent on a concept of agency—is perhaps the “furthest” social constructivism can go when 

looking at what is being made from the perspective of the maker. The agency of an atom is not 

seen from an atom’s perspective, but from the hegemonic and collective perspective of 

technicians, scientists, reductionism, atomic theory and a Scanning Tunneling Microscope, etc. 

Barad’s (2007) theory alludes to an atom’s agency, but she cannot or does not explain what 

agency is from an atom’s perspective.  Instead, she focuses on agency from the “makers” 11

perspective, of people in powerful positions with powerful technologies who can shape matter. 

Similarly, “children’s agency” is most frequently seen from an adults perspective and understood 

through a social constructivist paradigm. 

 Like the materialization of an atom, as something that is both real and socially 

constructed, “agency” is similarly real and constructed. Kay Tisdall’s paper “Not so ‘New’?: 

Looking critically at childhood studies” (2012) summarizes operational and theoretical 

definitions of children’s agency in contemporary childhood studies research within a rhetoric of 

international rights. Drawing on Tisdall’s paper and other research in childhood studies, I will 

explore a particular meaning of agency acting as a perceptual frame demarcating boundaries of 

lived experience.   

 Interestingly, Barad’s “agential realism” could offer an effort in building such a theory, and in many cases implies 11

she is doing just that. Yet Barad does not offer any explanations or explorations of how this “works”—how exactly 
is an atom active in its own becoming over time and space? Barad begins and ends her explanation at one point in 
time, the moment of imaging. When an STM is “looking” at an specimen, an atom materializes through exerting a 
countering pressure-influence while at the same being it is rearranged by the pressure exerted by the STM. But 
Barad’s theoretical framework depends on the atom having already been active in its own becoming prior to that 
point in time, that it’s becoming begins, at the very least, with the conceptualization of atomic theory.
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Defining Agency  

 A social agent is “active in the construction of their own lives, the lives of those around 

them and of the societies in which they live” (James and Prout 1990: 8). To be active in 

constructing one’s own life means to be in “negotiation with others,” a relationship understood as 

intended and actual results (Mayall 2002: 21). Agency is “the effect that the intention makes a 

difference—to a relationship or to a decision, to the workings of a set of social assumptions or 

constraints” (ibid). Simply put, agency is an experience of self-determination, but self-

determination is a social experience. Does agency only see individuals? Can it, and how does it 

recognize the effects of an individual’s agency on the lives of those around them? 

 Some researchers and theorists have attempted to account for “how much” agency an 

individual actually has. Regardless if one is a child or adult, “how much” is an ephemeral 

experience of individuality, albeit still dependent on a variety of externalities. Conceptualized 

along a continuum of being and potentiality, agency can be of varying degrees of “thickness” or 

“thinness.” Again, in Tisdall (2012),  

 ‘thin’ agency refers to decisions and everyday action that are carried out within highly restrictive contexts,  
 characterized by few viable alternations. ‘Thick’ agency is having the latitude to act within a broad range of 
 options. It is possible for a person’s agency to be ‘thickened’ or ‘thinned’ over time and space, and across  
 their various relationships. Structures, contexts, and relationships can act as ‘thinners’ or ‘thickener’s’ of  
 individual agency, by constraining or expanding their range of viable choices (italics added, Klocker 2007:  
 85).  

As the quote by Klocker demonstrates, agency frames an individual within a social context, 

seeing potential and actual decision-making as the most “individual” and “agential” aspect of 

being. 

 At East School, June could be considered the most agential agent, having a social 

position of authority as teacher, a position that clearly and consistently effected the relationships 

and social constraints of others. Further, it could be said that East School students have varying 

degrees of agency, if agency is understood as the effect of their capacity to negotiate with the 

boundaries and constraints maintained by June. Compared to June’s “thick” agency, the students 

can be seen as having slightly different degrees of a much “thinner” agency. The most obvious 

structure supporting an uneven expression of agency is a praxis of education and parenting that, 
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perhaps crudely put, is a socially sanctioned practice of an onto-epistemological domination of 

young people (i.e “education” and “parenting”).  12

 To see “agency” is to draw boundaries around (frame) an individual within a social 

context. But what demarcates an individual? Specifically, as the aforementioned scholars 

propose, an individual is made visible through decisions and actions. How do I make sense of, 

then, the already existing theoretical framework of structuralism and social constructivism that 

can already “recognize” and “understand” such social phenomena (i.e Bourdieu’s concepts of 

habitus and strategy). Why is the same social phenomena now being reframed through a focus on 

“individuals” and understood as agency?  

 In an introduction to a special issue on Childhood Studies, anthropologists Myra 

Bluebond-Langner and Jill Korbin wrote that “[i]n the past few decades anthropologists have 

asserted and clearly documented children’s agency, singly and in groups, in a number of 

situations. What is less clear is the degree, impact and nature of agency itself” (2007: 242). 

Citing an article by Robert A. LeVine (2007), Bluebond-Langner and Korbin suggest that 

agency, without being fully understood or known, has been embraced as a reaction to 

deterministic perspectives and because it already “fits” with an anthropological premise of 

people as meaning-makers (ibid; 243). In other words, structuralism and social constructivism 

has become too deterministic to contemporary sensibilities. What was once understood as a 

determined effect to a structural cause is now being understood as a demonstration of agential 

counter-pressure. Agency, while still unclear, is currently an epistemological indicator, indicating 

emergent research agendas and developments in concurrent social institutions. 

 As proposed by Prout and James (1990), a newly constructed childhood will come after 

recognizing childhood as a social construction and children as “active in the construction and 

determination of their own social lives, the lives of those around them, and of the societies in 

which they live” (Tisdall 2012; 39-40). Practicing this “new sociology of childhood” is to be 

apart of a “new paradigm of childhood” that is the “restructuring [of] childhood in society” (ibid 

41). In other words, reorganizing (a better) sociality hinges on the materialization of children’s 

agency, according to Prout and James (1990). Recognizing children as socially active agents 

 this could also be said about the very old, differently abled, or towards non-humans. 12



!59

requires a corresponding concept and social vision, which are currently being configured by 

leading experts. Yet, “to see" a young person as a socially active agent is not a passive act of 

observation but a doing and active intervention. To implement a new paradigm or, at the very 

least, a new concept, is an inductive and deductive endeavor. Returning to Judith Butler, this new 

“cultural metaphysics” makes it difficult to distinguish between what is found and what is made. 

In fact, it seriously questions the project of making such distinctions in the first place.  

 One way to “deal” with this problem of praxis is to closely and critically examine the 

process itself. As social scientists and leading experts in childhood studies, Prout and James 

represent a collective intention to remake sociality through remaking childhood. Like a Scanning 

Tunneling Microscope that facilitates an atoms appearance by exerting pressure through the 

physics of “tunneling,” childhood studies scholars are creating a praxis that facilitates the 

appearance of children’s agency appear though academic research and policy. To image 

children’s agency as a bounded individual experience within a social context requires a praxis 

that recognizes and includes childhood as a variable in social analysis and sees social 

relationships between children as “worthy of study in their own right” (Prout and James 1991; 

Tisdall 2012). It is not a focus on children’s agency that is problematic, per se, but rather the 

ways “agency” is being used unreflexively to cultivate new dependences and subjectivities.  

 Looking at agency, not as an individual experience, but as a bounded object embedded in 

a web of relations, it is possible to see how “agency” is part of broader social processes 

influencing and being influenced by pedagogical changes during a time of “educationalization” 

and “technologization.” Agency is more than a theoretical or methodological consideration 

amongst academics, it is a social phenomena entangled with political and economic institutions 

that support framing agency as a right to participate, specifically through “choice” and “decision-

making” (Tisdall 2012; Hartas 2008; Lansdown 2010; Jones and Walker 2011; Mayall 2006; 

James 2007). 
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Agency As Decision-Making 

 As I have shown, agency is commonly identified/understood as an individual’s 

participation in decision-making in a particular context. To encourage or recognize agency in 

children is to offer choices and a space to participate in decision-making yet at the same time this 

space is and must be created, defined and limited by an authority assumed by adults. To be an 

agent acting with agency, regardless of age, is to be dependent on and always in relationship to 

what Pierre Bourdieu calls the “structuring structures.” The extent of one’s agency depends on 

and is determined by the agencies of more powerful influences (i.e structuring structures) that an 

individual cannot alter on their own.   13

 Based on the aforementioned working definitions of agency by various childhood studies 

scholars, how many choices one has and the influence one effects through choosing a choice are 

characteristics of one’s particular configuration of self-as-agent. The thickness or thinness of 

agency is self-actualized and structurally determined. But the exact relationship remains unclear, 

hypothetically, the older one is, the more education one has, the more “powerful” one’s social 

position (in relation to others), the more agency one has. 

 In regards to young people, there is an unresolved conflict between children-as-social-

agents and children-as-decision-makers. The tension can be understood thusly, “children’s 

participation is often limited in that it tends not to involve children at the decision-making 

level” (Cheney 2011: 167). Implied in Cheney’s assessment of the current status quo is a desire 

for children to “participate more” and that this will occur when children are involved in making 

decisions. Participation is an expression of agency and allowing children to participate is a 

practice of recognizing agency. In this instance, it is an adult’s adoption of a social vision that 

sees agency-as-participation that necessarily precedes the recognition and allowance of a child’s 

participation. 

 As a reaction to strict determinism, I argue that agency represents common response to the lack of control one has 13

over structuring structures; to feel more in control. Seeing decision making (in relation to structuring structures) as 
agency, rather than as “strategy,” appears to be an attempt to gain a sense of control. It is also a way to proscribe 
individual responsibility and punishment onto what is actually a social experience. 
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 Since there is the possibility of not allowing full participation at the decision-making 

level (i.e what Cheney describes as the “limiting” of participation), to recognize children as 

agents is to also maintain an onto-epistemological domination of children by adults. The 

sociocultural context in which agency can be expressed by children through making decisions is 

a sociocultural context in which this can be allowed, limited or denied- by adults. When someone 

cannot or is not allowed to participate in the making of a decision, it is logical to conclude that 

their agency is being limited or thinned. This logic and practice is predominately supported by 

notions of protection, care and of biological immaturity. When it comes to young people, the 

limitations of the concept of agency are most visible because, as young people, they should 

always be within in a social context determined by other’s. When focusing on “children’s 

agency,” agency is not a paradigm or social vision distinct from determinism; agency is socially, 

structurally and symbolically determined. This leads to a couple possible implications; 

 1) that the concept of agency, regardless of age, ability or social position, cannot actually 

capture what it is intending to capture; an experience of being “outside” or “in control” of a 

restrictive social context, or  

2) realizing “children’s rights” or people’s rights in general, as a right to agency, can materialize 

only through a complete anarchic revolution that eradicates legal or social protections and which 

demands a reconceptualization and reconfiguration of “human rights.” 

 I have argued that agency is not quite a “new paradigm” as some scholars propose, nor 

does it seem to be leading to the creation of a new paradigm. Agency is already compatible with 

the sociocultural milieu such that it already “makes sense” and thereby can socially materialize. 

Applying Hartas (2008) and reading it alongside Karen Barad’s Meeting the Universe Halfway, 

the concept of agency-as-participation-in-decision-making is realized through a practice of 

pressuring and regulation. As an adult, “allowing” a child to make a decision can be an inductive 

effort that recognizes a child agency and a deductive practice that maintains an onto-

epistemological domination through pressuring a particular form of childhood into existence. A 
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less critical way to frame this argument would be to say that recognizing and allowing for 

“children’s agency” requires new patterns of relationships and the cultivation of new 

subjectivities.   

 While hoping to counter determinism, agency materializes as it is seen, understood, and 

explained through determinism. It cannot socially materialize through a “new” framework/

paradigm because this new framework has not yet been created. Extrapolating from Karen Barad 

(2007) and Ulrich Beck (2006), “agency” is made real through a social vision that can “see” it, 

and is made real through various interventions in life, such as research-informed policy.  

 With certainty in one’s social vision, within a position of authority, social researchers can 

see and make agents through social research. And while it is typically understood, at least ideally, 

that social research informs public policy and that social research “analyzes” or “theorizes” 

social institutions and sociality, I will explore how social research acts in tandem with 

hegemonic social process in creating new relational dependencies and subjectivities. . 

 Reframing Bluebond-Langner and Korbin’s suppositions, I argue that the concept of 

“children’s agency” is currently reconfiguring and crystalizing around a definition influenced by 

dominate social processes. Focusing primarily on adulthood in late capitalism, I show that newly 

created markets (and therefore people’s livelihoods) are dependent on a conceptualization of 

“childhood” as decision-makers and right’s holders. Applying a logic articulated by the 

Anthropological Research Collective connected to the University of California at Berkeley, I 

frame contemporary child-centered research as an artifact in the making. The meaning, so to 

speak, is created between the “figure of anthropos” and the “diverse, and at times, inconsistent 

branches of knowledge available during a period of time” (Anthropological Research 

Collective). In other words, there are compatible institutions and social processes that support the 

“truths” coming from experts within childhood studies. The “truths” that emerge through 

research, between the scientist or expert and the appropriate and acceptable knowledge-making 

institutions of this time, are contingent truths. Children’s agency is becoming a contemporary 

truth created between academics and institutions of education entangled with economic and 

political processes.  
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 It is possible to trace a connection between agency, academic institutions and research 

and economic institutions and political processes. Focused on selected representatives of social 

research, policy and pedagogies I show how profitable markets are created and maintained by an 

“adult world” depending a reconfiguration of childhood. I also show how an entangling of 

“insights” and research practices are contributing to the materialization of what children’s agency 

is/looks like while contributing to the reification and naturalization of two broad social processes 

of “educationalization” and “technologization.”  

In Practice: Deconstructing An Authoritative Text 

 A product of a multi-million pound UK research project, Growing Up With Technology 

(2010) assumes an authoritative position akin to Ulrich Beck’s risk decider, speaking to “the role 

of technology in the everyday lives of young children in the UK” (Plowman et al. 2010: 3). 

While the authors, Plowman et al., declare that they have no “stake” in the outcome of their 

research, the text demonstrates an alignment with technologization. As an amalgam of 

conceptual, institutional and interpersonal changes in life-experiences, corresponding to broad 

implementation of digital and electronic technologies, technologization as a new status quo is 

demonstrated in a popular and profitable “search for ways to integrate the computer more and 

more without thinking about why they should do that” (Smedts 2008). I argue that Plowman et 

al. do not question technologization but instead act as a pressuring influence for local 

materialization. For example, through the unreflexive insistence that “the pace of [pedagogical] 

change has not kept up with the technological changes in society…[and] practitioners still find it 

a challenge to adapt their pedagogy to include technology” (2010: 7).  

 While the authors claim that the text results from an inductive, child-centered and 

participatory study, the premise that a twenty-first century education must include active 

engagement with Information and Computer Technologies (ICT) remains unchallenged 

throughout the text and is used to support various “insights.” Thus, Plowman et al. can claim 

“that there is a role for technology in early years education… to create learning 

opportunities” (Plowman et al. 2010: 9); and emphasize a need to begin “engaging educators in 
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discussions about the value and desirability of very young children using computers” (ibid). To 

actualize what is described as “sought-after changes” the authors involve themselves in a 

continuing social materialization of technologization “by supporting practitioners across sectors, 

helping them to feel confident about developing their pedagogy” (ibid). Arguing that “technology 

can enhance learning in the right circumstances” (ibid 10) Plowman et al.’s conclusions imply a 

reconfiguration and further technologization of learning and education. A relevant educational 

experience and environment includes ICT, per Plowman et al., implying a particular 

understanding of schooling’s role in society and the teacher’s role in the classroom.  

 Though Plowman et al. see that “there are choices to be made about the role of 

technologies in children's lives” and that their research “provides a rich description of children’s 

experiences with technology which can be used to inform these choices” (ibid 4) it is assumed 

that these choices should be made and are to be made by adults, particularly policy makers, 

educators and parents. And while the authors proclaim a neutral position, Growing Up With 

Technology is better understood as a risk decider’s justification for integrating a global process 

locally through their research praxis and their particular recognition of agency. Educators and 

those who do not take up their advice are putting their child at risk, through not offering a 

socially relevant material and pedagogical environment.  

 Plowman et al. frame “agency” as an individual demonstration “of preferences” (ibid 18) 

influenced by “the people in their lives, the cultural practices of different environments and the 

availability of material resources” (ibid 4). The expressed preference, or behavior, is “agency” 

but it is also understood that one’s preference is dependent on external factors outside one’s 

control or sphere of influence. Compatible to a rhetoric of choice and decision making, Plowman 

et al., articulate a social vision that looks for “preferences” and finds agency, but, as I will 

demonstrate, only certain preferences are understood as agency while other preferences are 

understood as a determined by one’s context.  

 For example, the authors write that “our observations of the problems that children 

encountered with [computers]…led us to explore ways of providing support” (italics added ibid 

68). Claiming to be an inductive endeavor, the authors do not explain how they could know a 

problem (and provide a solution) when they see it. Reading Judith Butler (2007) alongside this 
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text, I assert that Plowman et al’s social vision which frames an event as a problem allows them 

to believe that they have “found” a problem that they in fact have made. One problem that the 

authors seek to solve revolves around bearing witness to a child walking away from a computer 

due to frustration. The problem comes into being when the child, who “should” be using a 

computer as part of a relevant education, demonstrated a preference to not engage with the 

device. Implied within the framed problem is that the child should have been using, learning 

from and through the computer, not walking away from the computer. Rather than question an 

inherent bias, the authors use this example to call for more developmentally appropriate 

interfaces and a better pedagogy, one that would require an educator to stand right next to a child 

while using ICT to “provide support” so that a child will engage with the device for an 

appropriate amount of time. Plowman et al. understood that the child walked away from the 

computer because it was developmentally inappropriate and difficult to use, a social 

constructivist perspective (of agency-as-preference) that diminishes the relevance of the child’s 

actual and demonstrated preference. If the computer was easier to use/engage with, a child would 

presumably not walk away in frustration or, if a teacher was requiring the child to use the 

computer for a certain amount of time, the child would not walk away either.  

 To reiterate, the authors do not see the child’s preference as a demonstration of agency. 

Agency then, is not a demonstration of preferences (or choices) but the expression of particular 

preferences that are deemed appropriate by authority figures who can proscribe agency. 

Influenced by the environment and material resources (a “problematic” and “developmentally 

inappropriate” ICT device) along with the present educator (practicing a problematic pedagogy, 

in that she did not stand over said child and aide him in using the ICT device “successfully”), the 

child’s demonstrated preference was determined by an inappropriate pedagogy and an 

inappropriate device that has not kept up with pedagogical and technological changes. Particular 

preferences, that are agreeable to the social vision of Plowman et al. are understood as agency. 

Those are are not agreeable to the social vision are understood as the result of structuring 

structures. By picking and choosing what is and is not agency, the authors are able affirm their 

premise (bias). In this way, the resultant insights are simply the restating of their premise, 

effectively calling into question the need for a multi-million pound research project. 
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 For the Plowman et al., the availability of material resources and the kinds of materials 

resources available are most important when it comes to demonstrating agency as preference. 

With the right ICT devices, with the right interface, children would demonstrate agency-as-

preference through engaging with ICT in a pedagogically appropriate way and an educator 

wouldn’t need to stand over a student to keep them from leaving a device in frustration.  
 The conclusion we draw from our research is that, both in the home and in preschool settings, children are  
 most likely to develop competences that are relevant to them in contexts where technologies are integrated  
 with the environment and recognized as having a useful role to play, rather than treated as in some way  
 different or special compared with other tools in use (sic ibid 139) 

While restating what should have been a premise for a social research project on learning—that 

what we learn is related to our immediate environment—the authors use it to justify a 

pedagogical and technological transformation. Children’s agency “manifests” when a child used 

the appropriate ICT device that has be designed, produced, sold, bought for them specifically and 

then placed in their immediate environment.   

 My analysis of Growing Up With Technology frames this text as a dual effort in, 

1) promoting a newly configured pedagogy that embraces technologization and 

2)  promoting the purchase of corresponding devices needed to practice this new pedagogy 

through a particular understanding and use of “agency. 

Per Plowman et al, children should be seen as agents but only through a specific social vision 

that sees appropriate engagement with an appropiately technologized environment as a 

demonstration of agency. Conversely, this implies that in an inappropriate technological 

environment, one can’t see agency but instead sees a context that thins a child’s agency. The 

researchers would not see East School as an environment that promotes this particular 

configuration of agency.   

 Growing Up With Technology represents a contemporary research praxis that reifies and 

naturalizes social processes through objectifying lived experience. The text implies a particular 

conceptualization of childhood, learning and education that was not made explicit: a good 

education includes technological devices in a context of technologization. “Learning” looks like 

a child using an ICT device. And an agential child is one who responds appropiately to the ICT 

stimuli in an appropriate “educational environment.” As an unreflexive research project, it 
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intentionally aids in the social materialization of technologization on a local level by using its 

“insight” to suggest “opportunities for professional development” aimed to help parents and 

educators overcome their “lack of confidence in extending children’s learning with 

technology” (ibid 68). This text is best read as an illustrative demonstration of entangled social 

process, that of a newly emerging “education tech industry,” education-focused social research 

and school- and child-targeted policies/reforms. Representative of contemporary social research, 

Growing Up With Technology is most useful for research and development of a growing 

educational-technology industry and market. Likewise, Plowman et al. demonstrate how a non-

reflexive sociology can transform “unconscious” social impulses into contingent truths.  

Marketing Youth & Education

 While identifying the research project as a sociocultural analysis Plowman et al., wrote 

that the “commercialization of childhood” was an abstract concept for academics and an inflated 

worry resulting from a “romanticization” of the past and past childhoods. Thus explaining why 

they did not account for political and economic processes; because it is something over which 

children have little control (Plowman et al 2010). While social research seeks out a “new 

paradigm,”  a necessary premise of social research, generally, must frame social experience as 

always in relation to “structural constraints” (Bluebond and Korbin 2007: 242). As I have shown, 

agency does not exist outside structuring structures but in relation; sociality is an experience of 

being in relation and in context. Regardless of position, power, authority and/or influence, our 

actions and decisions are in relation to “social, emotional and political pressure” (Bluebond and 

Korbin 242). Growing Up With Technology cannot be considered a sociocultural analysis, but 

what follows attempts to make up for this lack. By extending the context of this text, I am 

making room for East School’s “media policy,” which I will then focus on in the following 

chapter.   

 Concurrent with a mass migration of urban American children from the city streets into 

domesticating spaces of home and school during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

there was a shift in the conceptualization of childhood (along with adulthood and “proper 
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mothering”). Viviana Zelizer (1994) describes this as the creation of an “economically 

worthless” but “sentimentally priceless” child. Relatedly, anthropologist Enid Schildkrout (2002) 

has framed western children as “socially irrelevant.” But I would like to complicate Zelizer and 

Schildkrout’s analysis in relation to a youth market introduced in the previous section and further 

developed here.  

 The documentary Consuming Kids: The Commercialization of Childhood, focuses on a 

multibillion-dollar marketing industry that utilizes research from the fields of psychology, 

sociology, anthropology, and neuroscience, an industry that clearly demonstrates the social 

relevance and economic usefulness of children. Lucy Hughes, Vice President of a “global media 

strategy and investment firm” at the time of the following quote, honestly states how crucial 

childhood is for her job security. 

 And somebody asked me: 'Lucy, is that ethical? You're essentially manipulating these children.' Well, is  
 it ethical? I don't know. But our role at Initiative is to move products, and if we know you move products  
 with a certain creative execution, placed in a certain type of media vehicle, then we've done our job.”  

Newly created youth and education markets have emerged as dominant structuring structures in a 

twenty-first century American context. These markets are capitalizing on a reconfiguration of 

social experience through a praxis of agency as “decision making.” By focusing on how 

emergent markets depend on a hegemonic idealization of children as decision makers, as people 

with preference, as people with agency, it becomes possible to see the limitations of agency. Is 

choice possible, is agency possible, if agency-as-decision-making is seen through consumerism? 

If consuming products created through social, psychological and scientific research that are 

designed and intended to be irresistible, is one demonstrating a “choice”? Is one responding 

appropriately (and predictably) to a stimulus? 

 Alongside a profitable “youth-market,” people occupying positions of power are creating 

a Kindergarten-12th grade education market. The daily lives of students, parents, teachers, and 

administrators are both targets, and mediums of materialization for this emergent market 

entwined with technologization. Legislators, educators, and school administrators are currently 

being “schooled” in the importance of ICT so that they will implement ICT as a mandatory and 

necessary component of a contemporary education. 



!69

 The following excerpt from American Revolution 2.0 (2012) represents a widespread call 

for reconfiguring a sociopolitical and economic context, 

We need an education revolution and we need it now! 

We need a revolution, not an evolution in education…In San Jose, over 54% of the open jobs are 
in IT, but only 2% of students in that market graduate with an IT degree. In Columbus, 39% of 
open jobs are in IT, but only 2% graduate with a qualifying degree… 

Simply put, we have a massive imbalance between what employers need and what workers have 
the knowledge to do…Help is on the way as a convergence of forces are coming together to 
catalyze radical change. 

Over the past 50 years, the information technology "tracks have been laid"…Nearly 20 years 
ago, the Internet was commercialized and today over two billion people use it every day… 
Moreover, the game changing technology…[can] provide the programs needed to transform 
society and the economy… 

Chris Whittle, CEO of Avenues: The World School, explains… 

…We believe that our optimistic scenario for radical transformation isn’t based on the wild- eyed 
optimism of someone who doesn’t know any better—but rather, based on the Megatrends powering 
the tailwinds of change and the confluence of factors that are now present…We believe that there 
is a significant confluence of catalysts occurring in the education market today – all of which 
point to an optimal time for driving both innovation and investor interest in the sector… 

Failure to create the system, programs, tools and infrastructure won’t be because it’s impossible, 
but because we didn’t… enhance the innovation that was required. If we can put a man on the 
moon, we can create a Learning Nation… 

We call this American Revolution 2.0 for a reason: we must create a revolution led by education 
innovation. It will involve overthrowing the current powers that control education and students’ 
destiny.  14

 Co-Created by “one of the best and brightest investors on Wall Street,” American 

Revolution 2.0 (2012) is a 300-plus page expression of authority and influence. It is a crucial part 

to a process of “mattering-matter,” in the form of  “market-making.” Cofounder and CEO of 

 This is an edited portion of: GSV Asset Management. (2012). American Revolution 2.0: How Education 14

Innovation is Going to Revitalize American and Transform the US. Economy. It can be located, online, here: 
 http://www.educationindustry.org/assets/documents/KnowledgeCenterDocs/ 
2012%20american_revolution%202.0%20gsv%20advisors.pdf 

http://www.educationindustry.org/assets/documents/KnowledgeCenterDocs/
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Global Silicon Valley Asset Management, Michael Moe  and his peers make markets. Their 15

effectiveness is predicated on potential market-buyers literally and figuratively buying into a 

market that doesn’t fully exist, yet. To make a market is a process of social materialization while 

also maintaining economic domination through a capitalist system. This particular education 

market depends on people searching for ways to integrate ICT as an educational experience 

rather than ask why.  

 Michael Moe, Lucy Hughes, and Plowman et al., are authoritative representatives of 

entangled industries and institutions that require a specific conceptualization of childhood to 

remain relevant. “Children” for a youth market and corresponding research, are entities to 

capitalize on through a prevailing interest in seeing children as decision makers. Yet in a context 

that recognizes a youth market, it is possible to question whether choice is possible when 

confronted by research and development that intends to create irresistible child-directed 

products. “Childhood” for Lucy Hughes and a youth market generally, depends on children-as-

decision-makers (i.e consumers) to “move products.” From this perspective, children are a newly 

targeted demographic to be “got.” And the effectiveness and profitability of a child-directed 

industry or product, is whether it is able to “get” children to want/have/use whatever is being 

sold. In other words what is, on the one hand seen as demonstration of agency as preference for 

Plowman et al.,—a child using a computer—is, on the other hand, a demonstration of a child 

“gotten” by a youth and educational technology market.  

 Author, and child advocate, Susan Lin speaks of the constructed world made dependent 
on “technologies of literacy” in Consuming Kids: The Commercialization of Childhood,  

This generation of children is marketed to as never before. Kids are being marketed to through brand  
licensing, through product placement, marketing in schools, through stealth marketing, through viral  
marketing. There's DVDs, there's video games, there's the internet, there are iPods, there are cell phones.  
There are so many more ways of reaching children so that there is a brand in front of a child's face every  
moment of every day. 

 Moe has “written extensively about investing in the emerging growth equity markets,” including “[h]is acclaimed 15

2006 book Finding the Next Starbucks: How to Identify and Invest in the Hot Stocks of Tomorrow (Penguin 
Group)” and coauthoring American Revolution 2.0 with three of his employee’s, Matthew P. Hanson, CFA, Luben 
Pampoulov (both “Investment Professionals”) and Li Jiang. Cofounder and CEO of Global Silicon Valley Asset 
Management, Michael Moe is currently one of the best at what he does; he has been “[r]recognized as one of the 
best and brightest investors on Wall Street”; on the Institutional Investor's "All American" research team; he won 
The Wall Street Journal's "Best on the Street" award; and was named “by Business Week as "one of the best stock 
pickers in the country.” 
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 What comes from asking “what would happen to the adult world if there were no           

children?” (Schildkrout 2002). To ask this of childhood-as-a-youth-market entangled with an 

education market would reveal that in late-capitalism “children” and “education” are the latest 

frontier. In a generalized twenty-first century Euro-American context, we need children to be 

consumers with “choice” (or in other words, as “social agents” or “individuals” with preferences) 

and we need them to “have the right” to years of a “relevant” education. As denizens in a late-

capitalist social context, adults are surviving and profiting off the backs of children; as 

biologically immature beings who readily imitate/absorb sociocultural values and practices in 

their immediate environment. We are placing in our environment advertisements and products 

created through authoritative research intended to “get” young people.  

 It is important to question whether the concept of agency is aiding in the materialization of           

these social processes. I have shown how one product of social research (Growing Up With 

Technology) is doing just that and how “agency” is problematically and perhaps, unavoidably, 

entangled with broader social processes. Specifically, I have demonstrated how “children’s 

agency” as a concept applied to an individual experience within a social context is compatible 

with a growing presence and influence of a youth consumer market, an education technology 

industry, an emergent K-12 education market and an international rights discourse. Furthermore, 

this argument implies that equating the making of a decision as a demonstration of agency is a 

problematic logic. That, in fact, a framework of “agency” relying on choice and decision making 

as expressions of “agency” is not an adequate framework for a reflexive anthropological and 

sociological analysis. 

 Agency, as a conceptual and methodological development, has not shown itself to be a 

counter to determinism, but rather a continuation of a determinist social constructivist 

perspective. By following its logic of practice, I have been able to demonstrate that, even while it 

is possible to believe we are affording a child agency by promoting choice and participation in 

decision-making, we are likewise inscribing contemporary children into a reconfiguring web of 

relations.  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Chapter 6: “Soft Violence,” Children & Hope  

 As “agency” is found and used in a twenty-first century context of technologization in 

late-capitalism, I have thus far demonstrated that an adult’s perception of children’s agency as 

participation and decision-making hinges on reconfiguring the boundaries of determinism (i.e it 

is not a “new” paradigm). From a phenomenological perspective, to see agency is a practice of 

objectification. Anthropologist Thomas Csordas, drawing on the philosopher Marcel Merleau-

Ponty, proposed a “paradigm of embodiment” (1991) which ethnographically demonstrates 

Merleau-Ponty’s premise that the primary experience of being is a mind/body unity, an 

experience that can be “objectified” and understood dualistically. That is, while we can 

understand our lived experiences through a social vision that presumes a mind/body dualism, our 

felt experiences are not dualistic. To separate these experiences and to apply a conceptual 

understanding onto a felt experience is objectification. As a term given to lived experience, 

agency is real; as a social vision used to frame experiences, drawing boundaries around what is 

and what is not “agency,” agency is constructed.  

 Focusing on the construction of agency, I have shown that in Growing Up With 

Technology only certain choices were recognized as choices. In practice, some were understood 

as an act of agency and some were understood as an experience determined by others and/or 

one’s immediate environment. Such an understanding and use of agency, while practically 

helpful, also hindered the researchers from recognizing that the agency (or “individuality”) they 

do see is likewise determined. They difference between agential decisions and non-agential 

decisions was not (a degree of) agency, but the perceived “appropriateness” of the decision, an 

understanding grounded in the authority’s implicit social vision, biases and expectations. The 

decisions, choices, preferences, etc., that children made were not actually seen but instead 

understood through a social vision that presumes adult authority grounded in a self-conception of 

being an expert in what is and what is not appropriate in any given context.  
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Pedagogical Social Visions & Social Change 

  Within personal relationships, babies’ rights to basic provisions and protections to enable them to survive  
 are generally supported. The contested children’s rights tend to be the freedom and autonomy rights, with  

 concern that these might allow children to harm themselves and others (Alderson 2012:17). 

 Educationalization as a process infers the creation of a “clearly demarcated set of social 

rules and expectation” (Smeyers & Depaepe 2008: 2). Taking this concept of educationalization 

as a defining characteristic of a twenty-first century US and European context, schools are 

bounded locations where a nation can implement “solutions to social problems” through 

pedagogical social visions that demarcate appropriate rules and expectations (Smeyers & 

Depaepe 2008: 2). While schooling as a site and practice offers potential solutions to social 

problems, educationalization as a concept also frames schools as sites of emergent social 

problems. In effect, changes in nationalized schooling programs (i.e reforms) can be understood 

as “a spiral of ever advancing modernization, medicalization, hygienization, privations, 

etc.” (ibid). As schools and “youth” are undergoing marketification, pedagogies that ensure “the 

(neo)liberal, (neo)capitalist market economy which endeavored to ‘tame’ the individual into 

accepting this form of society” come into being (ibid). While schooling can be seen as a 

nationalized process of “taming” individuals into a specific kind of sociality, it is also hoped that 

the specific kind of sociality students are expected to uphold and practice is somehow better, 

more progressive, more democratic, then before.  

 While not novel, there is a commonly held presumption that our twenty-first century 

context is one that needs to radically change. For example, it is hoped that new kinds of 

education will lead to changes in patterns of ecological destruction and political and economic 

corruption and inequality. Educationalization refers to a dominant social vision presuming 

institutionalized schooling as necessary, while also presuming that a “right” pedagogy can lead to 

predicted and intended results. The exact changes hoped for differ and contradict depending on 

local context. In an urban city center in the Pacific Northwest, East School teachers and parents 

hope for broad changes in ecological and social practices and are attempting to materialize these 

changes through a particular pedagogy. Like other contemporary social pedagogies and 
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emancipatory efforts, the hoped for changes are expected to materialize through children/

students. In other words, there is a shared interest amongst adults for changes in their world, and 

parents and teachers hope to bring about such changes through their children. It is implied that 

children will or should become the change their parents/teachers hope for through demarcating 

what is appropriate and inappropriate behaviors and choices for children. 

 I argue that one repercussion of this new subjectivity being cultivated is an expectation 

that children, as future adults, will save us and the world. Norma Field (1992), in a study on the 

effects of contemporary Japanese schooling on students, supposed that children are a new focus 

of study because focusing on the experiences of children “makes newly visible the increasingly 

ordinary deaths that come too early to exhausted adults—indeed, make concrete the abstract 

domination that is the hallmark of advanced capitalism itself” (Field 1992:  70). Fields’ logic 

requires a reconfiguration of violence and peace; “[i]f war is one expression of the conflicts 

engendered by capitalism, the normalized physical suffering of children in peace is a different 

display of capitalist contradictions” (Field 70). Schooling is not just the “taming” of individuals 

but a “ceaseless ‘soft violence’” with visible physiological effects such as “elevated blood 

cholesterol levels, ulcers, and high blood pressure” (Stephens 1995: 25).  

 Relatedly, “slow violence” is a concept that has recently emerged in an attempt to 

recognize indirect and/or accumulated consequences in ecological settings (Nixon 2011). For 

example, poisoning of a city’s water supply or toxifying the soil is often a process that doesn’t 

occur all at once, nor is it always a result of one clear cause. I argue that the concept of slow 

violence is compatible to the “soft violence” of the “abstract domination of capitalism” in which 

we all are affected by, to varying degrees. As a structuring-structure we cannot control or reject, 

to be a modern citizen in late-capitalism is to experience a soft/slow violence. Field implies that 

childhood studies, with a focus on children, is an effort to make this “newly visible” with the 

hope that it will lead to systematic changes. I argue that the hoped for redefining and 

reconfiguring of childhood is, in part, connected to a broader hope of raising a new generation 

that will materialize the radical changes an older generation wishes for itself (ways of being that 

are “deemed appropriate” for children). I will explore this argument further, particularly through 
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an effort to redefine a praxis of protection and care at East School, within a context of 

technologization. 

Children Need Protecting (And So Do We)  

 What do we need to protect children from in a twenty-first century context? East School 

is an interesting contemporary subject of study as it is currently forming a critique of 

technologization. Drawing on a growing number of medical and scientific studies for support, 

East School demonstrates a contemporary phenomena of adults trying to effect social change 

through children, through education. Generally speaking, East School embraces 

educationalization and opposes technologization. Through school, East School teachers are 

attempting to cultivate appropriate boundaries and relations to technology.  

 As stated in East School’s Parent Handbook, “screen media” (computers, TV, tablets, 

smart phones) is a risk because it acts as an “invasive force into the imaginations and psyches of 

our children.” Screen media is further described as: an assault to the senses; an interference to 

visual tracking; a mechanism that feeds ideas and images and inhibits the imagination; a 

mechanism that can present frightening scenarios and reinforce stereotypes, and that it is full of 

advertisements; and it is a medium for an industry whose “goal…is to create a captive audience.” 

A “no screen media” policy has formed in relation to technologization, a stance shared that East 

School shares with the Association of Waldorf Schools in North American. To flesh out this 

critique, I will briefly draw on articulated perspectives shared by advocates of Waldorf’s distinct 

“no screen media” policy.  

 In an interview I conducted with then administrative director P.T. at a “developing ” 16

ASWNA Waldorf school (CWS) 2 hours south of East School, I was told that,  
            [w]e are very similar to the American Academy of Pediatricians and many scientific organizations that           
            realize that media damages a child's innate ability to form an imaginative  picture and dulls the capacity for   
            thinking and so we also extend that a little bit, in that we feel it  makes children less able to form social          
            relationships and to have a close family life, if there is a lot of screen time (February 10, 2013). 

 meaning that CWS was seeking accreditation by AWSNA as a recognized Waldorf school. 16
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Like other organizations, Waldorf schools in general, and CWS and East School specifically, 

recognize that “screen media damages” a developing being and so the school, rather then 

damaging students through using ICT in the classroom, seeks to protect students. This position 

was elaborated further at a presentation I attended, entitled “Parenting and Teaching in a 

Technological Age,” held at an ASWNA accredited school in Portland, Oregon (PWS) on March 

2nd, 2013. I estimated about 250-300 people were in attendance. The speaker, Eric Utne who 

was a “Waldorf-parent” and former Waldorf teacher, recalled an experience with a former 

student, 
Cal is one child to four parents, his two parents were computer programmers, divorced and remarried, so  
among his four parents, three are computer programming professionals and they  would send Cal over the  
summer to computer programming camp.  And it just so happened, I had a meeting scheduled with them  
the day after I had this conversation with Cal [about his use of technology].  So at the meeting, I asked 
them “why are you sending Cal to a Waldorf school?” And they said, “well we want to make a balance with 
the rest of his life, the rest of his life is so out of balance with technology that as least we can give him a 
reprieve when he is at school” I said “well o.k, um, but doesn’t that create sort of a conflict? But anyway, I 
said “Cal and I had this conversation yesterday, about technology...” and I told them about it and they 
wanted to know what Cal said, and I told them he was going to think about it.  And they said “we support 
that.” So Cal, quit using media, quit using his gadgets, his TV, computer, during the 5 nights of a school 
week. And after a week, his imagination came alive. And he started designing board games, he was very 
creative and much more apart of our class in school.  6 weeks came around, he got inundated with gadgetry, 
toys, electronics, and he was kind of lost for the rest of year. 

Eric’s story describes a struggle that I bore witness to at East School, a struggle over raising 

student-children “appropriately” in a “technological age” between parents and teachers who 

disagreed over what was appropriate, what was a risk, and the appropriate proactive and reactive 

responses.  

 The already-mentioned string of media reports (see Chapter 2) focused on a phenomena, 

similar to Cal’s, at a Waldorf School in Silicon Valley, California. Many parents employed by the 

various tech-business were quoted by reporters as sending their children to the Waldorf School 

because of the ICT policy. Furthermore, the parents admitted that their children are already 

inundated with technology at home and so chose to send their children to a school that would not 

further expose them to such devices. The parents were not fearful that their children would not 

learn necessary skills in an era of technologization because they already had “enough” access/

exposure to ICT, a point Utne also emphasized regarding his own children when speaking at 

PWS. Utne’s perspective shows how, as a former teacher, he saw Cal’s parents as problematic 

and as hindrances to Cal’s overall health.  
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 While this is the more public face of the Waldorf-technology debate, what is not being 

said about electronic and digital technologies by Waldorf pedagogues, advocates and East School 

teachers is an understanding of technologization from an anthroposophical perspective. This 

perspective, in short, views the materialization of technologization as the materialization of a 

spiritual being known as Ahriman. As originally articulated by Rudolf Steiner, Ahriman, “the 

power that makes man dry, unimaginative, philistine — that ossifies him and brings him to the 

superstition of materialism” is one part of a anthroposophical trinity that includes Lucifer, “the 

power that stirs up in man all fanatical, all falsely mystical forces, all that physiologically tends 

to bring the blood into disorder and so lift man above and outside himself,” at the opposite pole 

with the two balanced by Christ (Lecture, “The Ahrimanic Deception” Rudolf Steiner: 1919). 

Technologization/Ahriman is an ossifying and antisocial influence that bears the mark of our 

time. And like Information and Computer Technologies, the materialization of Ahriman is seen 

as an unavoidable, necessary even, social phenomena. Rather than fully embrace a technological 

transformation and integrate the use of ICT into our lives at younger and younger ages, the 

anthroposophical perspective sees that humanity needs to better understand the influence of ICT 

through consciousness-raising practices and to then cultivate appropriate boundaries of use; a 

screen media policy is one such effort.  

 In an East School context, this understanding is not expressed by teachers to parents, at 

least not explicitly nor to every parent. Where an anthroposophical understanding could frame 

ICT as a kind of slow violence that effects people of all ages, East School only expresses harm 

for a “growing” and “developing” child. Hence, the creation of “no screen media” policies for 

students with no mention of how such media may affect adults. It makes more sense for a school 

to have rules around child behaviors and experiences than for a school to express an explicit 

desire to change the behavior and experiences of parents. But, in some ways, East School and 

Waldorf Schools do try to do this via various parent-education and parent-teacher meetings. The 

East School website and Parent Handbook reads like an educational brochure and justification 

for East Schools particular pedagogy, encouraging parents to adopt such practices at home.  

 In describing the unspoken influences of an anthroposophical social vision in East School 

Waldorf pedagogy, I am speaking as an “insider.” From this experience, I can further say that 
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parents who send their children to East School are not all versed in anthroposophy and schools 

are not always explicit about the “Waldorf perspective.” I believe this stems from a lack of 

unified opinion between teachers on anthroposophy as an authoritative social vision and 

explanatory framework. In this way, it makes sense that teachers, advocates and pedagogues will 

often draw on authoritative research and institutions and/or on anecdotal evidence to support an 

anthroposophically informed practice; like the administrator at CWS utilizing the symbolic 

capital of the American Academy of Pediatrics and Eric Utne recalling the socioeconomic 

success of his three grown children who all work with “technology” in various ways.  

 In regards to the ethnography of East School, I will now speak to a shared experience of 

two student/children currently “being raised” between and within the cultural politics of ICT—a 

local politics of culture imbued with the expectations that these children, through this kind of 

education and child-rearing, will materialize a better humanity. 

 Turning to Sean and Colin’s conversation at BF2 on my first day, as recounted in the 

ethnographic interlude in Chapter 3, I find their conversation of what they would do if “there 

were no teachers” to be emblematic. I did not have the opportunity to speak to Sean or Colin’s 

parents, even after repeated attempts to get in touch, however, it is still possible to understand 

that conversation during Long Recess as demonstrative of their experiences within various 

nexuses of power and pressure. Together, they imagine a world where they get to watch TV at 

school, eat candy and play football, and this world depends on their teacher’s absence. And to be 

able to drive and eat more candy, all adults would have to be ‘imprisoned’, so to speak, contained 

together. That is, one experience of being within this local politics of culture is to imagine a 

world without adults. This world inspires laughter and glee. 

 After Snack one day, Sean mentioned that he was saving up for an iPad. During Goodbye 

Circle on another day, when everyone has to say what they are thankful for, Colin proclaimed 

with a smile on his face looking directly at June, that he was “thankful for technology.” Along 

with Sean and Colin, Kayla and David, would also occasionally bring up the “taboo” topic of 

screen media while at East School, discussing cartoons, movies, or they would talk about 

particular devices they have or want. Such utterances, in which June was typically within ear 

shot, were met with June’s silence but with enjoyment and interest by some of the other students.    
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 Conceived as living within a mutable nexus of power and pressure, East School student/

children have to somehow make sense of and cope with the varying perceptions of “media” and 

computer technologies that seek to shape their immediate environment and behavior in relation 

to their own personal engagement/experiences of said devices. Because while their teacher, June, 

adheres to a “no screen media” praxis, students are still embedded in a technological 

transformation that extends into their home/community life. All of the students, at various points 

in time, referenced something they watched or played on an ICT device while at home and/or at 

a friends. Sean and Colin, like the other five students, arrive at school highly aware of the rules 

governing their experience. 

 June, East School parents, and students are deeply embedded in social process (which 

includes me as well), but present a distinct stance, on the one hand embracing the 

educationalization of social life while rejecting a technological transformation, at least when at 

school. The position that East School and other Waldorf Schools occupy is likewise within a 

political economic context that requires adults to be immersed in a technological transformation 

and marketification of social life while actively trying to protect their children/students from 

these processes. 

 East School, embracing educationalization, sees various social ills and understands its 

pedagogy and educational influence as a healing solution. East School teachers see the ongoing 

technological transformation as one of the most prevalent, contemporary social ills. At the same 

time, parents and teachers are immersed in and depend on the technological worlds that they 

want to protect their children from. This experience presents itself broadly as a struggle over 

what is “appropriate” for their children/students. At the same time, as June occasionally makes 

visible, there is a corresponding, yet somewhat hidden and internalized struggle amongst adults 

regarding what is appropriate personal use.  

 But East School is a school, educating young children, and so the focus remains on them. 

For June, the realization of her social vision through her way of teaching depends on students. 

The proclamations of offering a radical educational experience will not become “real” without 

students living up to (and demonstrating) the pedagogical expectations and predicted 
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“outcomes.” In other words, East School need’s their expectations to be met, in order to affirm 

their social vision. 

Pedagogy Of Partial Resistance?   

 Returning to the more dominant movement of Western education in relation to 

technology, Growing Up With Technology implies a schooling culture compatible to current 

transformations of US schools through the Common Core State Standards and the accompanying 

assessment systems.  Schools are conceptualized as places reconfigured in relation to broader 17

social processes; schools are where (the newest) kinds of learning happen and where (the newest) 

skills are taught in (the newest) “educational environments.” Implying the need for a new, 

current, socially relevant kind of student, the dominate argument for this “new” approach is that 

it’s in the best interest of young people, so they can “be successful” by fitting in to emerging 

political-economic labor needs.  

 A primary expression of this hegemonic effort in social change has been termed a 

“technological transformation” or “technologization.” A material, social and conceptual 

reconfiguration of what it means to be human and how we express our humanity is occurring 

through the entanglement of various dominate social institutions and practice. Understanding 

electronic and digital technologies as a given, personal use is conceptualized and practiced 

within a framework of agency and increasingly, rights. Since the concepts of agency and choice 

are interrelated to the concept of personal rights, then not having a choice regarding use of 

technologies is akin to disregarding a human right. To understand this phenomena through a 

social vision that emphasizes agency and choice is ill-fitting. East School can and should be seen 

as a part of this process, a movement that represents the lack of cohesiveness inherent in national 

level social change efforts. Furthermore, my research on East School, framing it as part of 

 “The goal of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) is to provide a clear, consistent understanding of what 17

students are expected to learn…To date, 45 states and the District of Columbia have agreed to adopt the 
CCSS…” (accessed online, National Education Association, nea.org). CCSS standards are enforced through 
accompanying assessment systems. Working with Pearson media conglomerate, to implement CCSS requires a 
“technological readiness;” to be able to take the required “next-generation” assessment tests, schools will need a 
corresponding technological infrastructure.

http://nea.org
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contemporary processes of social change, highlights the influential function of a discourse and 

praxis of “childhood.” While the specifics are not uniform, “childhood” is indeed being 

reconfigured by various local institutions and global processes in a twenty-first century context 

of late-capitalism. 

 The following quote from Chris Jenkins’s (1996) Childhood, succinctly summarizes a 

social history of childhood in flux, articulating various conceptualizations of a “child” applied to 

“children” from an adult-centric perspective that serves to maintain an onto-epistemological 

distinction of children as a kind of “other.”  

 What do we bring to mind when we contemplate the child? Whether to regard the child as pure, bestial,  
 innocent, corrupt, charged with potential, tabula rasa or even as we view our adults selves; whether they  
 think and reason as we do, are immersed in a receding tide of inadequacy, or are in possession of a clarity  
 of vision which we have through experience lost; whether their forms of language, games and   
 conversations are alternatives to our own, imitations or crude processors of our own now outgrown, or  
 simply transitory impenetrable trivia which are amusing to witness and recollect, whether they are   
 concerted and we have achieved freedom, or we have assumed contrasts and they are truely free- all these  
 considerations, and more, continue to exercise our theorizing about the child in social life (Jenkins 1996: 3) 

Children’s rights, as the right to participate, provision and protection are a new articulation of 

sociocultural conceptualizations and expectations of childhood. The particular language is being 

utilized by diverse movements with a shared hope for effecting social change. East School, 

however, articulates a distinct understanding of the rights to participate in relation to the right to 

protection: by protecting young children from too many choices and exposure to too much (e.g 

screen media) that child, when older, will be able to more fully participate as a free-thinking 

individual.  

 Researching an East School praxis in relation to technologization has allowed for the 

aforementioned argument. East School, as a schooling culture, where certain kinds of learning 

are happening in an outdoor educational environment, makes as much sense as schooling 

cultures emphasizing a technologized experience. The differing pedagogies result from the 

differently emphasized concepts of schooling/education and childhood in relation to recognized 

benefits and risks, and potentialities of reality. Simply, Growing Up With Technology and the 

Common Core State Standards represent an embrace of a technological transformation, resulting 

in a pedagogical (and conceptual) transformation that prioritizes use of technology as a crucial 

educational experience while at the same time aiding in the social materialization of new kinds 
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of learning. East School represents a different understanding of the technological transformation, 

articulating a newly formed critique of screen media that seeks to actively alter the 

materialization of a technological transformation, at least in the school environment by 

emphasizing different kinds of learning needed for a twenty-first century context. East School 

recognizes ICT as a harmful influence, as a risk, Growing Up With Technology see’s a lack of 

appropriate ICT as a risk.  

 Regardless of explicit pedagogy, using or not using Information and Computer 

Technologies is never implied to be a choice; it is a need, a right or an irresistible and harmful 

influence that ought to be limited. Furthermore, Growing Up With Technology and East School 

both demonstrate how adults, to varying degrees resist or accept social processes through 

children and students. While discourse and pedagogical social visions focus on “children,” 

desired social changes would effect everyone/thing, not just children. Focusing on children, 

however, affirms childhood as being the latest frontier not just for capitalist markets, but for hope 

in saving humanity or at least, progressing us further into “modernity.” Agency-as-choice is a 

problematic and obscuring comprehensive framework when it comes to understanding lived 

experience.  

 If we are invested in the status quo or invested in various social changes, we cannot see 

children as separate beings. If children are beings to be shaped, raised, framed, molded and 

educated, then we are objectifying young people; seeing an extension and reflection of ourselves, 

representing what we think is right or wrong about humanity. As an effort in trying to “see” 

children, this thesis is a beginning, not an ending.  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Chapter 7: Conclusion & Implications  

Complicating social construction and social materialization as multi-directional and entangled 

processes, I have reiterated a social analysis more famously articulated by Pierre Bourdieu and 

Michel Foucault. That is, as social beings we act in relation, in accordance even, to social 

structures structuring us which are not only spaces embedded with symbolic power occupied by 

social beings, but correspond to an internalized sense of self. I have reiterated a basic premise, 

that people occupying spaces of power can/must exert great influence over the biographical and 

experiential trajectory of others and I have presented instances demonstrating how this influence 

can and is exerted unintentionally or unreflexively.  

 I have added to this premise an in depth look at how power can and is exerted through a 

social vision acting as a technology of knowledge. A predominate social vision (and way of 

being in the world) practiced by authorities across institutional spaces in a twenty-first century 

US context has been otherwise called boundary-drawing/boundary-making/framing/risk 

perception. It is a perceptual practice tied to one’s actions and feelings towards what is seen. Risk 

deciders, such as social researchers, theoreticians, pedagogues, educators, market-makers, etc., 

are educated peoples occupying spaces of power trained and expected to apply specific pressure/

influence to the respective subjects of focus. While productive, it is also an unreflexive practice 

that makes it difficult to distinguish between what was made and what was found. Furthermore 

when it comes to child-adult interpersonal relations, adults are expected to always be the risk 

decider, deciding what is and is not appropriate for a child. 

 Even when a risk decider or an authority of some kind purposefully initiates a process of 

social materialization, the process does not always proceed as intended or lead to predicted 

effects. For an atom to materialize through interaction with a Scanning Tunneling Microscope a 

formerly held law of physics must be broken (by “tunneling” which crosses an energy barrier 

that, once thought, could not be crossed). Similarly, as June goes about her main task as teacher, 

socially materializing “sociality” between a group of seven first and second graders, she 

unintentionally separates through identifying and practicing “difference-as-specialness” through  

expectations. Further, June is always acting in relation to and coming up against students and 

parents who do not approach, schooling, sociality or human development as she does.  
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 While a person in a position of power may perceive their practice as effective or 

necessary, the resonant effects are still in the making. In fact, one predominate effect for a being 

imaged/mattered by a someone else with greater power is to perpetually re-experience efforts in 

being made or reconfigured. An atom as a whole can be broken down, re-mattered into smaller 

parts, or it can be subsumed into a larger whole. A student, like David can also be broken down 

into smaller parts and remade into a different kind of being. This occurred during my fieldwork 

in the form of recognizing and explaining what was/is “wrong” or noticeably different about 

someone else. David was special, he was an individual, and he was considered different. There 

was one dominant explanation of David’s difference circulating amongst students and parents. 

David became an amalgam of parts and the source of this difference, it was explained to me by a 

student, was his brain. Specifically, it was “the thing that is wrong with his brain.”   

 I, too, am imaging and remaking David, understanding David as a whole within another 

whole; he is in relation and in context. David’s difference, as I demonstrated, was strongly 

influenced by June’s social vision and actions towards David and the other students. David 

embraced June’s social vision whereas Kayla fought it and rejected it (i.e “tested the 

boundaries”) until she eventually left East School. Kayla and David, like all other East School 

students, were being made and making themselves in relation to one another, their teacher, 

parents, community, etc. Though June’s social vision conceptually made room for this “agency”  

through the concept of individuality, in practice, this concept appeared to be inconsistently used. 

The prevalent “logic” I saw in its use was in situations that reaffirmed June’s overall 

comprehensive framework.  

 To reiterate, social materialization is not a predictable process nor do intentions 

necessarily matter. Likewise, it is possible for an expert to apply an incongruent belief and 

understanding to one’s actions. Of interest to this thesis however, was an authoritative adult’s 

objectification of a young person’s experience. Particularly, the application of objectifications 

that mis-recognize and misunderstand another’s experience which has the effect of affirming an 

authority’s authority and original objectification. This occurs in part by applying a social vision 

that “leaves out of frame” any incongruent or problematic phenomena. A lingering question is 
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whether that which is left out of frame, or misunderstood, has been delegitimized and/or 

destroyed.  

Implications: Late-Capitalism & Technologization  

 While many argue that international cultural-rights discourses further the best interest of children   
 themselves, in some contexts these discourses may be linked to significant risks to the physical,   
 psychological and social well-belong of children. Insofar as we accept the legitimacy of international-rights 
 language, it might be argued that children also have rights not to be constrained with exclusionary   
 [identities] and not to have their bodies and minds appropriated as the unprotected terrain upon which  
 cultural battles are fought  (Stephens 1995: 4) 

As a reflexive child-centered ethnography, I had to acknowledge the inherent difficulty in trying 

to understand another person’s experience. To do this, I looked closely and critically at implicit 

and explicit understandings of what perception is alongside child-adult relations and what it 

means to be educated. I then considered relationships between student experience and socially 

sanctioned child-adult relations (as onto-epistemological domination) implicitly and explicitly 

practiced through social visions (pedagogy). In other words, I deconstructed how childhood is 

practiced by an adult on a child in relation to a young person’s felt experience “inside” this 

practice.  

 Specifically, I took notice of the particular circumstances of students embracing and/or 

rejecting June’s practice of boundary drawing reoccurring around the school’s media policy. I did 

not frame this as a problem that needed to be solved, but as a social phenomena reflecting East 

School’s conceptualization of childhood and sociality; its understanding of Information and 

Computer Technology; its embeddedness in a context of technologization and educationalization; 

and of divergent student relations and responses to June and to the school’s policy. It was a 

problem not to solve, but to problematize. My focus was on childhood, as a lived experience of 

young people as well as a theory and practice. This was not a study of the effects of ICT, but my 

study did recognize the effects of differing “media policies” as rules, expectations and 

boundaries within the small East School community. Opening up the act of questioning, this 

thesis leads to further questions that, by virtue of being asked, suggest a cessation of ongoing 

technologization and creation of an educational-technology industry. For example:  
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• Does it matter that children in the US are increasingly interacting with and exposed to  

Information and Computer Technologies across settings?  

• Does ICT affect us physiologically, emotionally, socially, etc.? How and when?  

• What industries are maintained through technologization? Who and what benefits from an 

education-tech industry? 

•  What material process, ecologically speaking, does the manufacturing of ICT depend on?  

• What are the effects of manufacturing, where and who is effected?  

Following such questions will lead to a fuller understanding of emergent dependencies and 

subjectivities in a twenty-first context of educationalization and technologization. To be able to 

ask such questions, is to see such questions as askable. To ask such questions is to take seriously 

East School’s no screen media policy and pro-ICT pedagogies. Both are representative of a 

technologization of personhood, of sociality, of a changing ecology. Both pedagogies also 

present a current function of “childhood,” as describing beings that need protecting from a life 

that adults cannot protect themselves from, and/or as a configuration that adults depend on to 

maintain a livelihood and a particular conception of self (as adult, parent, expert, etc.). By 

focusing on childhood or children through a pedagogical social vision, it is possible to keep out 

of frame the aforementioned questions that speak to the unspeakable relations and dependencies 

that we adults have on children.  

Implications: On Pedagogy   

 I can’t say with any certainty what the East School experiences I bore witness to will 

“lead to” or “result in” for the students. Importantly, neither can June or parents. At the same 

time, June and other East School educators clearly articulate what the East School pedagogical 

social vision will result in, which is, most generally, a free-thinking individual with a social 

conscience and healthy habits. From a student/child’s perspective, to evaluate a pedagogy, or to 

promote a pedagogy based on intended results is an uncritical, unreflexive act of faith that 
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reinscribes children/students as something to be made by adults and effectively obliterates any 

semblance of “agency” (as a hope).  

 Yet a fundamental question persists that is both philosophical and pragmatic: are there 

better ways of seeing, feeling, doing, are there better and/or worse ways to raise children and to 

educate? And do such questions imply or support efforts in cultivating a universal morality/

ethicality? Karen Barad’s ethic’s of mattering is a resounding “yes” to both questions. Seeing one 

fundamental material reality Barad can advocate her “ontoepistemological framework” as one 

that 

circumvents the problem of different materialities; there is no need to postulate different materialities (i.e 
materialities that are inherently of different kinds) and so there is no mystery about how the materiality of 
language could affect the materiality of the body. According to agential realism, there aren’t separate kinds 
of materiality and so the linkage between discursive practices and their materializing effects on bodies is 
not at all mysterious (Barad 2007: 211).  

Yet, by applying Judith Butler’s interpretation of being, Barad’s “ethics of mattering” advocates 

itself as a better kind of social vision that should be universally practiced. To accept this 

influence, to apply this social vision would be to approach life through a “binary framework 

[that] assumes to know all that it needs to know prior to any actual investigation of this complex 

cultural reality” (Butler 2009: 144).  

 From Butler’s (2009) perspective, a western scientist’s science is not a specialized 

perspective among a few experts resulting from years of graduate training but a dominate way of 

being in the United States, as a general approach to life. And this nationalized way of being is, 

necessarily and problematically, a way of life that must throw “something” away, keep 

“something” out, and delegitimize “alternative versions of reality” (ibid). So while Karen Barad 

(2007) and Pierre Bourdieu (1988) argue that this particular way of being (doing science/being a 

scientist) can awaken a moral/ethical consciousness through a reflexive practice that constructs 

object’s ‘responsibly,’ Butler’s (2009) argument implies that this way of being, regardless if one 

recognizes what/who is being left out, maintains symbolic power and an onto-epistemological 

domination; it is not just a thought-exercise or experiment but an active doing and intervention.  

 If Barad’s (2007) framework of agential realism is a demonstration of a binary 

framework, then it follows that the primary experiences of being, as demonstrated in this chapter 

thus far, is, per Judith Butler (2009) a way of being dominated by a  
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 form of non-thinking ratified by a restrictively normative model, one that wants a map of  reality that can  
 secure judgement even if the map is clearly false. Indeed, it is a form of judgement that falsifies the world  
 in order to shore up moral judgement itself as the sign of a certain cultural privilege and ‘perspicacity…’   
 [i]n other words, we do not need to understand, but only and always to judge! (Butler 2009: xv italics  
 added).  

Butler’s understanding represents a less popular path, as it does not directly or easily lead to 

practical actions. It leads to uncertainty and a crisis in confidence. It is a path clearly delineated 

by Michel Foucault’s many critiques of progressivism in medicine, law, ethics, and knowledge. 

 When there are clear “problems” to be solved, one needs a social vision that allows for 

rightful intervention with solutions. Schools, as nationalized institutional spaces raising the 

youngest generations, have become a focus for a Critical Theorist (as pedagogy-makers) 

functioning in a context of educationalization. Critical Theory emerged in Frankfurt, Germany 

post WWII, amongst an eclectic group of intellectuals who aspired to literally apply knowledge 

in an attempt to make social life better, more ethical, more fair, more just, etc.  

 According to [critical] theorists, a ‘critical’ theory may be distinguished from a ‘traditional’ theory   
 according to a specific practical purpose: a theory is critical to the extent that it seeks human emancipation, 
 ‘to liberate human beings from the circumstances that enslave them’ (Horkheimer 1982, 244). (Boham  
 2014).  

Critical theorists of education like Joe Kincheloe and Peter McLaren have created “a pragmatics 

of hope in an age of cynical reason” (Kincheloe & McLaren 2008:124). In other words,  

  [i]n this age of diminishing expectations, one important role that remains for the social scientifically  
 informed, and normatively oriented democratic critic is to offer novel alternatives and creative possibilities  
 in place of the defeatist claim that we are at the end of history. That would not only mean the end of  
 inquiry, but also the end of democracy (Boham 2014).  

Critical theory, it is argued, intervenes in perhaps the most ethical way possible, it “liberates.” 

Critical theorists, it is said, do not subscribe to “one of the more pernicious forms of ideology 

now embodied in the appeal of the claim that there are no alternatives to present 

institutions” (Boham 2014). Rather, critical theory is a reaction to seeing determinism while also  

implicitly utilizing symbolic power and positions of authority to catalyze alternative ways of 

being through new ideologies. One concern of Joe Kincheloe and Peter McLaren, prominent 

American critical theorists of education, is the prevalent practice of seeing human beings as 

products of their environment. Distancing themselves from what they classify as “deterministic 
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perspective [s]” (e.g Marxim), the real problem of such an approach to social life,  Kincheloe and 

McLaren (2002) argue, is that one can’t see potential, one can’t have hope. As it is implied, 

wanting to see potential and hope, and the image of potential and hope one sees isn’t socially 

determined, it’s source is elsewhere, somewhere unknown and undefined. Yet, at the same time, 

seeing potential (a virtuality, a possible future) is functionally similar to seeing risks. Therefore, a 

critical theorist, embarks on a path that materializes better futures.  

 Practically speaking, critical theory seeks to create a pedagogical framework that will 

pressure a student into expressing an implied conceptualization of an “emancipated/liberated” 

student; an unarticulated  “universalized naturalized bod[y]” (Harraway 1991). The specifics of 

expression depend on what images of personhood are recognized as legitimate. Likewise, this 

practice depends on seeing particular bodies as empowered/liberated while actively not seeing 

bodies destroyed and/or delegitimized in the process.  

 East School claims to be, “re-cultivating the roots of humanity by raising children who 

harmoniously integrate with the natural world.” Based on the framework that I have built up 

throughout this thesis, what can be said about East School is that teachers and parents are indeed  

attempting to “cultivate” a certain practice of childhood and personhood through the application 

of a specific social vision. That this will result in a harmonious integration with the natural world 

is a hoped-for-future (or a risk that adults want to materialize); it is a conceptualization of (better 

and worse ways of) being that June wants to become real. It is a hope that “makes sense” 

politically, socially and ecologically. It is a hope springing from a social vision that sees a 

disconnect with the “natural world” and various social ills resulting from this disconnect. One 

way to solve this problem is to practice a kind of schooling and education that fixes this and 

leads to a harmonious integration with the natural world. 

 Practically speaking the solution East School advocates demonstrate conflicting 

strategies. It is a permaculture demonstration site—a place/space where adults and children alike 

practice a different kind social-ecological dynamic. At school, human waste is composted, 

electricity and plumbing are rarely used, (some) food is foraged. When I asked one day “where’s 

the trash can?” I was told by David that “we don’t use trash here.” While there were no trash 

cans at school, there was indeed ‘trash.’ Students often came to school with prepackaged foods or 
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with disposable packaging. But rather than throw this away at school, the students were asked/

expected to take this home with them, to throw it away elsewhere. So while East School seeks to 

create new connections through a social-ecological pedagogy (as a Forest School), it also creates 

new kinds of disconnections. You can “use trash”, if you must, but you can’t throw it away at 

school. 

 When neighbors, relatives, parents and teacher’s live out differing world views, what is a 

child to do? What is a child to do if they are expected to respond to differently conceived and 

simultaneously applied boundaries and expectations? As Sean and Colin have presented to me,  

one strategy is to imagine a world without adults and teachers; a world outside the pressures 

pressuring them. For David, a prevailing strategy is to embrace his “differentness.” George, who 

I have not focused on so far, has a different story. George’s mother, as told to me by June, does 

not agree with the childrearing practices of other parents whose children attend East School. She 

is concerned with the effects this has on George, and so has radically limited George’s 

engagement with others. At the age of 8, George had briefly attended Kindergarten and was, at 

the time of my fieldwork, predominately homeschooled and attending East School only twice a 

week for a couple hours. George’s experience is a good illustration of Sharon Stephens statement 

that  

 [a]s representatives of the contested future and subjects of cultural policies, children stand at the crossroads  

 of divergent cultural projects. Their minds and bodies are at stake in debates about the transmission of  
 fundamental cultural values in the schools (Stephens 1995: 23) 

While children stand between “divergent cultural projects,” in a US context, these projects are all 

exerting pressures through an onto-epistemological domination attempting to image and matter 

“divergent” conceptualizations of childhood. From these considerations a prominent social vision 

of childhood can be broken down thusly: 

1. Children are to be protected; from what, how, and why are variables.  

2. Children are to make choices and socially participate; what decisions, how, when, and why 

are variables. 
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I have focused on localized expressions of moving universals (technologization and 

educationalization) relevant to East School. 

Implications: Social Research. 

 I argue that risk deciders, occupying or soon to be occupying spaces of influence, need a 

crisis in confidence in one’s social vision. This can happen, in part, through taking Michel 

Foucault seriously. Otherwise termed “problematization,” a practice of Foucaultian investigation 

has been self-described as the “development of a domain of acts, practices and thought that seem 

to me to pose problem[s] for politics” (Rabinow, interview with Michel Foucault, May 1984). To 

problematize is to first frame and then explore “problems” over time, documenting changes in 

how/when/why. To problematize is not to seek or hope for practical solutions to practical 

problems, but to question and re-question practical problems and the accompanying practical 

solutions. Why is a particular solution so attractive, or appear so feasible? Why would a 

particular solution be more likely to secure funding? Etc. For example, while the research that 

resulted in Growing Up With Technology argued for smaller teacher-student ratios, it ultimately 

called for parents, pedagogues and practitioners to focus instead on creating a more appropriate 

material environment, as that was the more “feasible” and likely “solution” to the perceived 

“problems.” 

 One particular “trap,” so to speak, that of demonstrating the depths to which our 

thoughts, feelings and actions are entwined, is routinely demonstrated through a common 

response to a problem—the desire to fix it and the accompanying self-conception that I can/

should fix it (solve the problem). Reflecting on a philosophy class focusing on Michel Foucault’s 

Madness and Civilization, and Discipline and Punish, I observed and shared in a common 

overriding concern and interest in answering “what we can do?” with the material presented to 

us. When reading about the history of psychiatry in relation to madness and reason, when 

entertaining the notion that the story of progress that has been given to us is problematic, and 

perhaps even untrue, there was a palpable depression weighing over our class. What do we do 

with this information? Do we forget our modern conceptions of mental health, do we stop 
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following the advice and prescriptions that follows from said conception? But there is a whole 

“system” in place, a system that practices a self-conception that opposes Foucault’s 

problematization. Soon, it appeared as if we have but two choices, we can either “believe” what 

Foucault says or “believe” in a progressive modernity.   

 It is here, at this junction, where the point resides; it is here that I can observe my 

contingent embodiment of thinking and knowledge. To fix a problem is not a given. To follow a 

problem with the desire to “do something” is not a given and the belief that I should know what 

to do, are not givens. To see that particular problems of “childhood” need a political solution is 

not a given. It is a domain of practice, a practice of thinking, that is socially situated. It is a kind 

of call and response that is socially sanctioned. I suggest that one of Foucault’s intentions was to 

cause a crisis in confidence amongst his privileged-reader-demographics, imbued with a power 

and position that was and still is used to further “progress.” When confronted with this crisis in 

confidence, a routine experience appears to be agitation and a desire to escape, to reject the 

perceived “determinism” of Foucault’s analysis, to seek out “hope.” 

 In 1976, a televised debate between Michel Foucault and Noam Chomsky demonstrated 

this tension that exists between thought and action, problems and solutions. That we must 

immediately transition from problem to solution is in fact, a characteristic of a broader 

“problem” emblematic of our current sociocultural milieu.   

 When you asked me [, said Foucault,] why I was interested in politics, I refused to answer because it  
 seemed evident to me, but perhaps your question was: How am I interested in it? 

 And had you asked me that question, and in a certain sense I could say you have, I would say to you that I  
 am much less advanced in my way; I go much less far than Mr. Chomsky. That is to say that I admit to not  
 being able to define, nor for even stronger reasons to propose, an ideal social model for the functioning of  
 our scientific or technological society.  

 On the other hand, one of the tasks that seems immediate and urgent to me, over and above anything else, is 
 this: that we should indicate and show up, even where they are hidden, all the relationships of political  
 power which actually control the social body and oppress or repress it (“Human nature: Justice vs Power,  
 1971).  

Foucault refused to engage with Chomsky’s proposed “libertarian socialism,” in that he refused 

to comment on Chomsky’s solution as a solution. There are too many questions to be asked, 

there are too many problems to be problematized, there is still too much to do, in other words, 

before “we” can become a “we.”  Chomsky’s political solution to political problems presupposed 
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a “we” that had yet to be formulated or agreed upon. Chomsky’s solution was spoken from a 

position of authority and influence as a risk-decider, as a “better society-maker.” 

 Pragmatically speaking, when confronted with various problems from a Foucaultian 

perspective, before questioning why a problem makes sense, there appears a need to confront the 

reactionary desire to solve said problem and to think we can solve it. When confronted with a 

problem, we are rarely confronted with its entirety—its entanglement of histories and 

boundaries. This is, I believe, what Foucault, via Jean Hyppolite, refers to as the endless task of 

philosophy. We must continually approach the same questions, the same problems, because 

within the phenomena of humanness, of being, of history, we are always beginning “in the midst 

of a struggle” (Foucault 1972: 236). Rather than political solutions, we need a “liberation of the 

act of questioning” (Interview with Michel Foucault). In fact, there is already a we, a past we and 

a present we, the problem is not presupposing a we, but presupposing that I know the way to a 

better, future we.  

Implications: Agency & Childhood Studies  

 I argue that David was as much an “agent” as Kayla, as Sean, as Colin, as Katie, as 

George, as Audrey. The students were as much “agents” as June. June isn’t more of an agent as a 

teacher, but she is granted more authority and she is expected to control, broadly and generally, 

the movements and expectations of the student/children. To say that June has more agency is to 

reinforce a sociocultural practice that maintains an onto-epistemological domination of 

childhood. To say that June has more or a thicker agency is to reaffirm a deterministic social 

analysis. June doesn’t “have” more agency, her agency isn’t “thicker” than the students, rather 

she occupies a sociohistorically prescribed position of authority and dominance in relation to 

children.  

 As “agency” is found and used in a twenty-first century context of technologization in 

late-capitalism, I have thus far demonstrated that an adult’s perception of children’s agency as 

participation and decision-making hinges on reconfiguring the boundaries of determinism. Only 

certain choices are recognized as choices. In practice, some are understood as an act of agency 
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and some are understood as an experience determined by others and/or one’s immediate 

environment. At the same time, this use of agency, as I have shown through my ethnography of 

East School and reading of Growing Up With Technology, hinders the teacher and researcher 

from recognizing that the “agency” (or “individuality”) they see is likewise determined. The 

difference between agential decisions and non-agential decisions is not (a degree of) agency, but 

the perceived ‘appropriateness’ of the decision, an understanding grounded in the authority’s 

implicit social vision and biases. The decisions, choices, preferences, etc., that children make are 

not “seen” but, instead understood through a social vision that presumes adult authority grounded 

in a self-conception of being an expert in what is and what is not appropriate in any given 

context.  

 Agency, as a conceptual and methodological development, has not shown itself to be a 

counter to determinism, but a continuing practice of a determinist social constructivist  

perspective. By following its logic of practice, I have been able to demonstrate that, even while it 

is possible to believe we are affording a child agency by promoting choice and participation in 

decision-making, we are likewise inscribing contemporary children into reconfiguring web of 

relations. We cannot be confident that choice equates to agency, nor can we be confident that we 

can even recognize the variety of choices children make in their everyday lives. The agency that 

I have explored is not what “agency” is hoped to be, but it is a concise characterization of how 

agency is both understood and used within an already existing paradigm of social constructivism.  

 One consequence of my analysis leads to the question “what is agency, then?” I have 

shown that it is a functional concept and an epistemological indicator. In practice, agency is used 

in a way that ultimately justifies one’s particular call for a “better” sociality and social order. It is 

a universal—practiced, experienced and understood differently across time and space. Ideally, it 

is a degree of “freedom” and free will inherent in being an individual that is not determined and/

or constricted by sociality. To usher in a “new paradigm” that “agency” is believed to represent, 

won’t be possible without turning our focus to the implied nonstructural “source.” A topic that, 

as of yet, has not been directly confronted though I briefly outlined what I think Karen Barad’s 

agential realism implies it to be—a kind of disembodied consciousness that incarnates over time.  
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 Looking at David, what could be the source of his agency (compatible to East School’s 

“individuality)? If framing agency as a demonstration of choice/preference, according to students 

and parents, it was located in his brain. For June, David’s “individuality,” as seen through a 

framework of karma and reincarnation, is his unique sociocultural expression of something  

other-worldly, divine even. Similarly, to see agency, for a social scientist, is to see something 

determined by one’s environment or to see a socio-cultural expression of something else, 

something that we are “unclear” about. The latter, unclear understanding, holds within it the hope 

that agency is/can be a counter to determinism. Like East School’s individuality, it implies a 

source outside and not dependent on and determined by the sociocultural context, yet its not fully 

understood due to theoretical limitations. In the case of East School, this source is spiritual, it is 

divine, in the case of “Childhood Studies” this source is an a priori assumption. 

 B.F Skinner, advocate of a now widely rejected behaviorist psychology, had argued that 

psychology must follow physics and biology (David Ray Griffin 1988: 4). In Reenchantment of 

Science, professor of philosophy and religion David Ray Griffin summarizes Skinner’s logic 

which demonstrates an incongruence between a reductionist western science in relation to a 

prominent concept of “self.” In other words, Skinner argued that a social constructivist lens is not 

an adequate praxis to study “autonomy.” Because,  

 [f]rom the viewpoint of ‘the science of behavior’  says Skinner, the notion of the ‘autonomous,’   
 which ‘initiates, originates and creates,’ is the notion of the ‘miraculous.’ He adds; ‘A scientific analysis of  
 behavior dispossess autonomous man and turns the control he has been said exert over to the environment  
 (Griffin 1988: 4). 

Griffin then writes,  
 [w]hereas this statement suggests that determinism is a result of the application of the scientific approach,  
 Skinner had earlier revealed that is is a presupposition: ‘We cannot apply the methods of science to a  
 subject matter which is assumed to move about capriciously….The hypothesis that man is not free is  
 essential to the application of scientific method to the study of human behavior (ibid). 

 In other words, determinism is a presupposition that influences results of research; it is an 

application of a social vision that mistakingly sees what has been made as something that has 

been found. A science of being human that presupposes humans as autonomous (agential) beings 

that “initiate, originate, and create” must develop a “new paradigm,” a theoretical praxis, that 

adequately explains and demonstrates the source of this agency. As of now, it is ignored, unclear, 

and/or left in the dark, as an unmentionable miraculous beginning. To be sure, a new paradigm of 
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agency would indeed be susceptible to mistaking what has been made as something that has been 

found. And if created, advocated, mandated by and through hegemonic power and influence of 

educated risk deciders, a new paradigm of agency would not resolve a fundamental and pressing 

concern, of recolonization. Such an effort would effectively negate itself by attempting to impose 

a particular conceptualization of freedom on those it wants to be free. 

 Does being an academic necessarily imply one is emanating symbolic power that can and 

does contribute to the constitution and reproduction of a specific onto-epistemological 

domination in modern society (Wacquant 1989:1)? Is it an unavoidable positionality for every 

one who pursues a career in academic research or a position of authority, empowered with the 

possibility of “doing good”? Can I only affirm presuppositions that reinforce my social station? 

This ‘situation’ is what Michel Foucault called the “difficulty of the human sciences,” what 

Judith Butler called a new cultural metaphysics, and what Gayatri Spivak called a “colonization 

to come” (Goswami 2014).  

 As experts go about reconstructing “childhood” through a “new paradigm,” I have shown 

how various adult livelihoods (as youth marketers, as childhood researchers, as pedagogues, as 

educational experts) depend on the materialization of a certain kind of corresponding child. As 

Spivak cautions, “the colonizer constructs himself as he constructs the colony” (Spivak 1999, 

203). Sharon Stephens writes,  
 [m]y argument here is that we should at least take very seriously the possibility that we are now   
 witnessing a profound restricting of the child within the context of a movement from the state to global  
 capitalism, modernity to postmodernity (Stephens 1995: 19). 

This thesis offers insight into a “crucial part of the puzzle” by framing East School childhoods as 

an “important generative site for exploring and theorizing capitalist society and its historical 

dynamic”  (ibid 21). My analysis has shown how mutable of a puzzle it is. 


http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/enhanced/doi/10.1111/hypa.12055/#hypa12055-bib-0006
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