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Abstract: The sphere of early childhood education care (ECEC) in the Czech Republic 
has diversified enormously in the last decade. The article describes this diversificati-
on process and, drawing on focus group data, analyses parents’ choices within this 
diversified realm. Based on the parents’ selection criteria (significantly influenced 
by constraints and opportunities relating to social background or family status), it 
identifies four parental groups: pedagogical approach-centered, child-centered, fa-
cility-centered and (constrained) non-selective. The issues of ECEC diversification 
and parental choice are then discussed in light of Annette Lareau’s classed cultural 
logics of child rearing and the potential implications for the reproduction and rein-
forcement of social inequalities.

Key words: early childhood education and care, choice, social reproduction, social 
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1	 We would like to thank Andrea Bělehradová for undertaking a telephone survey of pri-
vate ECEC facilities in Brno for our project. 
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Introduction

Drawing on focus groups with parents using early childhood education 
and care (ECEC) facilities, this article analyzes parents’ reflections on their 
kindergarten choice.2 Special attention is paid to the different (often implicit) 
parental conceptions of what is “the right” ECEC and the role of the adults 
and children involved in making that choice. Parents usually want the best 
for their children; however, their definitions of “best” differ significantly and 
not all parents are able to achieve what they consider best. What is more, 
not all parents select an ECEC facility based on their concept of what is “best 
for children”. While some parents rely on convenience, others expend enor-
mous energy in choosing a particular ECEC facility. The process of signing 
up a child to ECEC is informed by conditions such as location, availability of 
public transport, financial resources. It is also habitually situated and par-
ents base their assessments of the quality of education and care provided 
by a particular facility on different conceptions of children’s needs and the 
most appropriate approach to them. 

In Czechia, the issue of parental choice has gained in importance due to 
the current diversification of education options. Over the last decade, two 
key trends have been important in shaping the Czech ECEC system and 
have led to an unprecedented range of ECEC services on offer. 

Firstly, the 2004 school reform provided the head teachers of public kin-
dergartens (for children aged 3-6) with the considerable autonomy to create 
their own education programs as part of the compulsory central Framework 
Education Program for Preschool Education. This enabled the internal di-
versification of the public ECEC system. 

Secondly, the significant increase in the birth rate was not accompanied 
by a corresponding increase in the number of public kindergarten places, 
but was addressed by encouraging the establishment of private services and 
hence support for a market based solution.

As a result, there has been diversification in access to care, educational 
content and the provision of activities, especially in metropolitan areas. As 
this context determines the limits of parental choice, in the first part of our 

2	 We use the terms early childhood education and care (ECEC) facility and kindergarten 
interchangeably to mean facilities where education and care is provided on a regular 
basis to children who have not yet reached school age (6 years).
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analysis we will describe the current state and extent of diversification. Our 
analysis is based on data on ECEC demand, admission procedures, fees and 
education programs at private and public preschool facilities.

Recent studies have shown that unequal opportunities to secure the most 
desirable option and the range of educational options at various levels of 
the system have led to stratifying effects (Ball, 2003; Vincent & Ball, 2006). 
It has also been argued that stratification in education begins at the pre-
school level (Entwisle &Alexander, 1993) and that the education and care 
provided has a significant early impact on a child’s life opportunities (Dun-
can, Brooks-Gunn & Klebanov, 1994; Ramey & Ramey, 2004). In this ar-
ticle, we refer to a long tradition of research and theories stressing the fact 
that education systems and institutions enable the reproduction of social 
inequalities (see Bernstein, 1975; Blau & Duncan, 1967; Bourdieu & Passe-
ron, 1977; Collins, 1979; Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992; Lipset & Zetterberg, 
1959; Willis, 1977). We focus our analysis on parents’ conceptions of chil-
dren’s needs and their perception of what is “the right” choice. We discuss 
the class dimensions of the emerging patterns and what they mean in rela-
tion to the current diversification of preschool education. In doing so, we 
turn our attention to an issue which has not been widely considered in the 
Czech Republic: the potential reinforcement of social divisions through the 
increasing need for parental choices and strategies within the diversifying 
public/private (market) system of preschool education and care.

Methodology

The analysis draws on three different types of data: 1) statistics on the 
number of applications and available places in public kindergartens in Brno 
from an official website www.zapisdoms.brno.cz, 2) a  telephone survey of 
private ECEC facilities in Brno (May 2016) ascertaining the various peda-
gogical approaches, facility capacity and prices and 3) four focus-group in-
terviews with parents from different social backgrounds (conducted in 2016) 
who had a child attending a public or private ECEC facility.

Focus groups bring together a group of people who share a common expe-
rience and common background on a given issue (e.g. Gamson, 2002; Myers, 
1998; Wilkinson 1998), which in our case was the experience of choosing an 
ECEC facility in Brno. The quasi-natural social situation of conversing with 
people who have a  similar experience stimulates spontaneous comments 
and reduces the interviewee tendency to respond to the anticipated expecta-
tions of the interviewer.
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Table 1 List of focus group participants

name 
of parent

ECEC (and trajectory) No. of 
children 
(in ECEC)

level of 
education

profession subjective 
social class

Alena private (waiting for 
a public place)

1 (1) doctoral researcher lower-middle 
class

Alice private (waiting for 
a particular public 
place)

2 (2) doctoral academic lower-middle 
class

Anna private (trying to find 
another ideal one)

2 (1) master’s lawyer did not 
respond

Antonín private 2 (2) master’s analyst upper-middle 
class

Bára public 2 (1) master’s psycholo-
gist

did not 
respond

Beata public 3 (1) master’s project 
manager

lower-middle 
class

Bert public (waiting for 
a private place)

2 (2) master’s technolo-
gist

upper-middle 
class

Běta public (waiting for 
a particular public 
place)

1 (1) master’s sales assi-
stant

lower-middle 
class

Cecílie public 3 (2) master’s lawyer lower-middle 
class

Celestina private 2 (1) master’s interna-
tional 
customer 
support

lower-middle 
class

Clara private (now switching 
to public)

1 (1) doctoral academic upper-middle 
class
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Dana public 2 (1) lower 
secondary 
education

cleaner lower-middle 
class

Daisy public 1 (1) secondary 
education

product 
manager

lower-middle 
class

Darina public 1 (1) secondary 
education

admin-
istrative 
worker

lower-middle 
class

Dominika public (switching to 
another public facility)

2 (1) master’s head of 
social 
services

lower-middle 
class

In the following section, we draw on these data sources to examine the 
diversification of ECEC facilities over the last few years. We also look at 
the implications for parents choosing an ECEC facility and consider their 
selection process in light of their different ideas about ECEC and their chil-
dren’s needs, especially regarding the relationship between the ECEC in-
stitution, the teachers and the children attending. Finally, we discuss the 
potential implications of the patterns identified for the reproduction and 
reinforcement of social inequalities.

Local Context and Theoretical Framework

Under the state socialist regime in Czechoslovakia, public care and edu-
cation was provided to the vast majority of children aged 3 years and older. 
This continued once the regime fell in 1989. In the 1990s, there was a large 
fall in the annual birth rate (Sobotka et al., 2008), which led, together with 
the extended paid parental leave, to the closure of a number of public facili-
ties. Although the birth rate began increasing in the early 2000s (Sobotka 
et al., 2008), the capacity of public childcare facilities has not risen corre-
spondingly. 

At the time of our focus group interviews, municipalities were obliged to 
provide places for children reaching the obligatory school age the following 
year, but provision of places for younger children was subject to the munici-
pality’s discretion. For example, in 2009 to 2012, Brno municipality’s aim 
was to provide places for all children aged 4-6 years, but only for about 10-
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20% of 3-year-olds (OŠMT 2010). Hence, preference is given to children of 
preschool age. According to the municipality’s data, approximately 38% of 
applications were not accepted in 2016 (Mateřské školy Brno, 2016).

For parents, the threshold of 3 years of age is parental leave. Until the 
child reaches 3 years of age, employers are obliged to offer parents returning 
to work a position corresponding to their qualifications. Thus, parents make 
greater efforts to find a place for their child as the threshold nears. 

The current capacity limits are being compensated for by the establish-
ment of private facilities.3 The first private institutions began to emerge af-
ter the fall of the socialist regime in 1989, but it is only recently that they 
have started to expand. In Brno, as our data from the telephone interviews 
indicate, more than half (approximately 55%) of the current private ECEC 
facilities have been established during the last five years.4 While the public 
system provides care that is widely financially accessible, the services of-
fered by the private facilities are unaffordable for a high proportion of the 
population (more detailed data will be discussed below). Besides this strati-
fication related to access, the diversification also concerns the quality of the 
education and care. Apart from the conventional markers of quality such as 
child-to-carer ratios, staff training or facilities available, the institutions dif-
fer substantially in style, ethos and pedagogy. While most public kindergar-
tens do not explicitly characterize themselves in terms of their pedagogical 
approaches, many of the private kindergartens do. 

Parents have different notions of quality (in the broadest meaning of the 
term) and their views are partially shaped by their structural location, among 
other things. As Vincent and Ball (2006) show, besides the organization of 
the setting, the structure of the day and the activities provided, middle-class 
parents pay attention to pedagogical style and ethos (more than working-
class parents do). Vincent and Ball follow Bernstein (2004), who argues that 
even different middle-class fractions have different preferences for particular 
pedagogies. As Streib (2008) notes, we can also conceive of a “class dimen-
sion” in the pedagogies and practices of various childcare institutions. She 
uses the concept of the “hidden curriculum” in this relation and suggests 
that different institutions lead children to internalize differential values, at-
titudes, skills and images of who they might become.

3	 In the Czech Republic, other possible solutions such as regular individual paid care are 
not frequent.

4	 These facilities are established either within the framework of the two types of trades 
related to childcare, or, in the case of non-profit facilities, as “Childcare Groups”.
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As Ball (2003) and Vincent and Ball (2006) show, the diversification of 
education options at various levels of the system and the choice available 
encourage middle-class parents to place their children in what are con-
sidered the most exclusive educational institutions. While it is atypical for 
working-class parents to engage intensively in choosing a preschool place5, 
middle-class parents tend to show personal initiative, as Ball (2003) notes. 
They exhibit confidence in their contact with educational institutions (being 
in a position of advantage), but at the same time, education choices involve 
a great deal of uncertainty for them. This uncertainty, or even anxiety, is 
related to the perceived importance of education for their children’s future. 
To ensure their child’s success, and to maintain or shift the borders of class, 
middle-class parents deploy various forms of capital and family resources 
(see also Reay, 2000; Vincent & Ball, 2001).

The idea that class-based parental perceptions of the role formal educa-
tion plays in children’s  lives and of the dissimilar ways in which groups 
with a different socioeconomic status relate to educational institutions can 
be further developed through the findings of Annette Lareau (2011). This 
is despite the fact her observations concentrated on families with children 
already attending school (9 and 10 year olds). Lareau, focusing on the more 
general perspective of class differences in childrearing, identified two dis-
tinct “cultural logics” structuring the organization of daily life, language use, 
and interactions between families and institutions. She argued that middle-
class parents engage in a process of “concerted cultivation”, whereas their 
working-class counterparts view a child’s development as akin to “natural 
growth”. The logic of the former emphasizes the importance of deliberately 
stimulating the child’s  development and fostering their cognitive and so-
cial skills. This means that parents bear responsibility for developing their 
children’s educational interests and that they play an active role in their 
schooling, looking for the best solutions. In practice, this often means that 
middle-class children have less control over their time and how they spend 
it. Working class parents, by contrast, act on the assumption that their 
child’s development occurs spontaneously. Hence, they see no need for de-
liberate stimulation and strategic support. Their main focus is on providing 
their children with sufficient comfort and so accept the existing and avail-
able solutions to education and care. For the children, this often means hav-
ing more control over their free time and how they spend it. 

5	 This relative inactivity may reflect the limited scope of options available to them, as well 
as habitual dispositions related to their socio-economic background. 
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It is therefore not only the parents’ preference for a certain childcare fa-
cility or specific pedagogy, but also the underlying conceptualization of the 
children’s needs and child and adult roles in childrearing and care which 
potentially shape their ideas on early childhood education and care. Each 
of these aspects seems to be embedded in the parent’s habitual dispositions 
which reflect their socio-economic background.

The Growing Differences in Programs and Services

The diversification has followed two main lines. On the one hand, within 
the system there is differentiation in the pedagogical approaches and in the 
programs, with the number of private ECEC facilities promoting a distinc-
tive pedagogical approach increasing substantially examples are Montessori 
or Waldorf pedagogy and forest kindergartens. On the other hand, there is 
a growing group of private facilities offering “unlabeled” early childhood edu-
cation and care. The education and care program they provide is basically 
related to the Framework Education Program for Preschool Education (which 
guides public kindergartens) and is enhanced through additional activities 
such as early language training, specific talent support, special sports activi-
ties, handicrafts, music, and so on. In some cases, the distinctions between 
these two groups are rather blurred as some of these facilities also include 
elements of distinctive pedagogical approaches in their programs (e.g. Mon-
tessori materials), although they do not use them systematically. Table 2 
provides an overview of the quantitative diversification in Brno.

Table 2 Quantitative diversification of ECEC facilities in Brno
Number 
of facilities

Available 
places per day

Age group 
accepted

Costs – CZK 
monthly 
full-time fee 
(without meals)

Public facilities 136 11,407 3 (2.5)-7 300-800

Private facilities 109 approx. 2,600 0.5-7 1,000-17,800

Montessori facilities 11 approx. 200 1-7 1,300-9,240

Forest kindergartens 6 128 3-7 4,000-6,000

These pedagogical approaches have become more prominent in the di-
versification process and differ in important ways in the key ECEC ideas 
they represent. A central difference is the way in which they conceptualize 
children’s play and development, as well as the role of children and adults in 
ECEC. Both Montessori facilities and forest kindergartens with a Waldorf-
inspired pedagogical program place great emphasis on supporting children 
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in their free and self-initiated development. Both approaches presume that 
children have an innate capacity to learn and to educate themselves within 
an environment that allows them to work independently. Hence they al-
low for a high degree of play directed and initiated by the children them-
selves. Within this, the role of the adult is to carefully guide and observe the 
child’s developments and needs and to react to them accordingly (Miller & 
Pound, 2011, 74-80, 88-92, 138-142).

The unlabeled ECEC facilities in Brno are very heterogeneous and employ 
elements from a wide range of different pedagogical approaches, but they 
do not use them as a “label”. Instead they promote additional services and 
activities such as early language training, special sports activities, handi-
crafts, music, specific talent support and brain-efficiency training. The most 
frequently provided type of skills training, offered by half the private ECEC 
facilities in Brno for all age groups, is basic foreign language skills (Eng-
lish is most important and dominates). The fees charged by these facilities 
(for full-time care, 5 days a week, 8 hours a day) differ substantially and 
range from 3,500 CZK to 17,800 CZK per month, depending on the form of 
language course offered. The costliest facilities are those where the whole 
program is provided in English. The majority of facilities offer “English les-
sons” on a regular basis (e.g. once or several times a week), taught both by 
native and non-native speakers (e.g. English language students). This activ-
ity is usually not presented as being related to a specific ECEC approach, 
but there is a presumption that such early stimulation supports the further 
development of the child’s abilities.

The variety of ECEC institutions present parents with a wide range of 
possibilities from which to choose a facility that corresponds to their own 
perceptions and ideas as well as to their organizational needs (e.g. the age of 
the child to be cared for, opening hours, etc.). At the same time, the range of 
(market-based) choices that is actually available to parents is highly depen-
dent on their views of the ECEC system and on their having the opportunity 
and need to choose. Other factors include the willingness and ability to re-
search the existing options (there is currently no central register of private 
facilities in Brno) and to evaluate them according to their quality criteria (as 
private ECEC facilities may function within different legislative frameworks 
which pay little attention to the quality of provided care). Furthermore, some 
of the facilities with a distinctive pedagogical approach expect families to 
educate their children at home using the same approach (Montessori, Wal-
dorf) and use this in their selection criteria as they have limited places. Ad-
ditionally, the fees may limit the choices available. Hence to fully utilize the 
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range of private facilities, parents have to make use of their cultural and 
financial capital. 

These aspects are usually seen as typical of the private ECEC market, 
and private diversification is therefore often associated with exclusivity and 
unequal access. Public facilities, on the other hand, differ. Nonetheless, our 
data on the number of applications to and places offered by public kinder-
gartens in Brno suggest that variety also exists within the public system. The 
number of applications per public kindergarten place differs substantially 
in Brno, ranging from two to ten applications per place. This suggests that 
there are important differences in parental perceptions of the public kinder-
gartens and the quality of them. Public ECEC facilities are also allowed to 
set their own individual programs and priorities, within the common Frame-
work Education Program for Preschool Education (emphasizing a healthy 
lifestyle, ecological thinking, a respectful and democratic approach towards 
children, etc.). In this sense, the public system – usually associated with 
uniformity – also offers a degree of choice that may correspond to parents’ 
ideas about ECEC.6 The extent to which this potential choice plays a role 
in the parents’ selection of public ECEC has to be further explored through 
qualitative research methods, in this case through focus groups.

Parents’ Perceptions of the ECEC System  
and their Choices

Our analysis draws on data from four focus groups. It suggests that the 
basic criteria that distinguish the various parental approaches to selecting 
ECEC facilities (both private and public) are the extent to which parents 
value and take the opportunity to choose a  facility based on their ideas, 
and the priorities and values they attribute to early childhood education 
and care. The parents we interviewed not only had differing perceptions of 
ECEC and the adult and child roles within it and the public-private system 
of preschool education in the Czech Republic, but these perceptions were 
also important in the decision making (although external factors or limits 
could overshadow). We found they had different concepts of quality and re-
lated criteria for selecting the “right” ECEC facility and different strategies 
for successfully obtaining a place for their child, which we will discuss in 
the following section. 

6	 The choice has been limited by the introduction of kindergarten districts in relation 
to the compulsory kindergarten year. We will comment on this in more detail in the 
conclusions of the article. 
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Nourishing the Child’s Individuality – Valuing Needs  
and Potential

The first group we identified in our focus group data comprised parents 
who took full advantage of being able to select “their” facility. These par-
ents familiarized themselves with the (different) pedagogical approaches and 
made deliberate choices in relation to the approach they perceived as best 
for their children. Antonín, for example, explored Montessori pedagogy for 
some time before he and his wife decided on an ECEC facility. They attended 
courses and a parent-child Montessori program with their daughter. Based 
on their experiences they wanted to continue with the approach and so were 
looking for an ECEC facility that would allow them to do that. 

The facility Antonín chose adopted a  respectful approach towards the 
children and emphasized outdoor activity. Antonín also welcomed the ex-
istence of a  community of parents who became friends and helped each 
other, for example, with picking up the children after school. This was also 
promoted by the ECEC facility, which required the parents to participate in 
the educational meetings and to help maintain the garden and classroom.

Like Antonín, Anna was also very interested in distinctive pedagogical ap-
proaches. At the time her child attended an employer-financed facility which 
had a Waldorf and Montessori trained teacher. However, the family were 
looking for a new facility, as her son was becoming by far the oldest child in 
the class. She mentioned that she was “envious” of the fact Antonín’s chil-
dren were attending the Montessori kindergarten and that she was on the 
waiting list for a Waldorf facility. For her the constraint was not financial, 
but the high demand for ECEC facilities with particular pedagogical ap-
proaches. At the same time, it was important for her to be sure she had 
found the “right” kindergarten (with the appropriate pedagogical approach) 
before changing. 

For Antonín and Anna, the facility’s pedagogical approach was the main 
selection and quality criterion. The pedagogical approach frames and sets 
the relationship between the institution, teacher and child. Their choice of 
pedagogical approach determined both the education program and the po-
sition and role of the child and teacher within the ECEC facility (described 
above). Hence, they had a pedagogy-centered concept of quality and their 
strategy was to find a private facility which would provide such a program. 
While for Antonín, the choice of ECEC facility was more the result of his and 
his partner’s engagement with the Montessori approach (they had already 
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met some of the teachers and passed the required courses), Anna talked 
about the demanding admission process to the Waldorf facility. 

Similarly to Antonín and Anna, Alice, Dominika, Cecílie, Daisy, Clara and 
Celestina also put a lot of time and effort into finding the “right” ECEC facili-
ty and familiarized themselves with different forms of pedagogical knowledge 
so they could make an informed decision – for example Clara mentioned she 
had done extensive internet research scrutinizing the web presentations of 
various ECEC facilities.

While for the pedagogical approach-centered group (Antonín and Anna), 
the relationship between the ECEC institution, teachers and children was 
predefined by the pedagogical approach, this second group of respondents 
tended to evaluate this relationship based on a variety of ideas, priorities 
and values related to the provision of ECEC. The relationship between the 
institution, its teachers and children was a  central criterion for choos-
ing the ECEC facility and the parents had a clear idea of how the facility 
should be run in order to satisfy their children: Alice, Dominika and Ce-
lestina preferred a respectful approach to both parents and children, and 
together with the facility’s atmosphere this was valued even more impor-
tantly than the facility’s educational content. For example, as Celestina 
puts it:

I’m not at all interested in what kind of exercise they do, if they learn 
to draw or sing or play the recorder. I don’t care which activities of this 
kind they do. I’m not concerned about English classes, nor goal-directed 
education. My emphasis is on the kids’ well-being; I need them to look 
forward to being at the kindergarten.

Cecílie, Daisy and Clara emphasized that small groups were an important 
prerequisite for an individual approach to children (inspired by the Montes-
sori approach among others). Moreover, some of the parents also stressed 
certain values which they saw as important to the child’s integration within 
ECEC – ecology (Dominika and Alice) as well as an integrative approach and 
valuing differences (Dominika and Daisy). 

Hence, these parents took the opportunity to select a facility which met 
their own criteria, focusing especially on the way the facility related to the 
children and worked with them. They saw choosing an ECEC facility as 
a key decision which would potentially influence the well-being of their chil-
dren and their subsequent educational path. In this sense, the parents’ 
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concept of quality is child-centered, focusing on the relationship between 
the institution, teacher and child, but not related to a particular pedagogi-
cal approach.

What is especially important for this group of parents is the fact that the 
majority of them placed their children in a public ECEC facility or were in 
the process of changing to their preferred public facility. Hence, this group 
of parents shows how parental choice and selectivity works in relation to the 
public system: the parents were aiming for a place in a particular public kin-
dergarten and were aware of the fact that the chances of getting it increased 
as their child grew older. Therefore they either postponed applying to the 
public system by finding a private bridging place (as they wished to or had 
to return to work) or they temporarily accepted a public place which did not 
fully meet their expectations. As for example, stated by Alice:

Our younger daughter was not 3 in September. She was born in Novem-
ber therefore she could not get into a public kindergarten. And I have to 
admit that we really wanted the same public kindergarten as where our 
older one is. And we decided to wait for that kindergarten, and so we 
were looking for a private facility and our criteria were how much it was 
and how far away it was.

To sum up, these first two groups of respondents with a pedagogical or 
a child-centered approach to ECEC, focused on finding the public or private 
ECEC facility which best fit their child’s individuality and ideally promised 
to value their children’s needs and potential. To achieve this, they sought 
the pedagogical knowledge that would enable them to make an informed 
choice, focusing on the relationship between the ECEC institution, teacher 
and child. In the next section, we present two groups of respondents who 
were concerned with more tangible and practical criteria when choosing 
their ECEC facility. 

Staying within the Mainstream and Fitting  
into the System

Another group of parents also put time and effort into finding an appropri-
ate facility and applying a set of criteria to guide their choice. However, their 
choice was not necessarily seen as influencing their children’s personality 
and future opportunities – as the following two statements by Beata exem-
plify:
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I was very surprised that the issue of choosing a preschool was topic 
no. 1 for mothers from January in the playgrounds. I didn’t get it; I as-
sumed the kids were not going to Oxford or Cambridge yet, it’s  just 
a preschool. And I  treated it accordingly. I  thought it will work some-
how; it’s not a question of the child’s life and death.

I know they [the children] will have to face so many things in their lives 
and if we had to think they would be blocked or stopped by the pre-
school, we would be going mad right now. We need to rise above that 
and rely on the fact that the child has to get over things sometimes, even 
if they do not like it. It is necessary for life.

Nevertheless, this group of respondents also had specific preferences and 
made active choices, mainly within the public system. Their search for in-
formation was predominantly concerned with equipment or other aspects of 
the ECEC facility as well as practical or organizational concerns – as exem-
plified by the following statement by Bert:

For us, it was accessibility… And then references and the catering. In 
some preschools they give children sweet syrups to drink and we didn’t 
want that. The school that is next to our house does not have a nice 
garden, so we put them in a farther away one that has a much bigger 
and nicer garden.

Similarly, other parents in this group predominantly applied a  facility-
centered concept of quality, concerned with equipment or other aspects of 
the facility (e.g. a nice garden, healthy food), the tidiness of the facility and 
whether it had a rich program (different sports, excursions, etc.) and practi-
cal/organizational concerns (proximity to home or the workplace). Hence, 
they discussed the richness of the program on offer rather than (pedagogi-
cal) ideas or values relating to how the institution and teachers should act 
towards the children. When they thought about the ways the ECEC facilities 
influence their child, they expected and agreed with a certain normalizing 
influence which would help the child to fit into the public (schooling) sys-
tem. At the same time, specific pedagogical approaches differing from those 
in the (public) mainstream were seen as being exotic, which might be nice 
for the child, but was not sustainable in the current system or simply did 
not fit in with their ECEC ideas and values. As explained for example by 
Bára and Běta:
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Bára:
I  like it if a child is respected as a person; has an individualized ap-
proach. But I  think a  child in kindergarten is preparing for the next 
[stage of the] education system. Even if I wanted my child to go to a Wal-
dorf school, there is just one in Brno, it is difficult to get there, it is far 
from where we live and probably at one point, unfortunately, our child 
will go to a normal school and I need the kindergarten to prepare him 
sensitively for the insensitive education system.

Běta:
These kindergartens [general public] are for the children of parents who 
have a normal approach to childraising. Normal, as they were raised 
somehow by their parents, and they apply this approach to their chil-
dren, and so they do not have any special requirements.

Given these priorities, parents from this group took the opportunity to 
select a facility within the public system which met their criteria in much 
the same way as the parents in the child-centered group had. If they were 
aiming for a particular public school, some of them were willing to wait for 
it and find a bridging solution. 

On this point, the last group of respondents we identified in our data 
stand out: parents who did not actively select a  facility within the public 
and/or private system. The situation of these parents was partly determined 
by external circumstances – for example the need to return to work or or-
ganizational barriers and financial difficulties related to single motherhood. 
As was the case with for example Dana:

I was not looking for a kindergarten, I was looking for a place in a kin-
dergarten. Basically, I  only expected to put my child there and have 
a rest and be able to go back to work.

The selection process was thus mainly related to practical/organizational 
concerns; the central selection criteria included for example workplace prox-
imity:

Darina:
I  didn’t make my choice based on references but based on my job, 
where I work. Where we live, there is excess demand and my boy was 
not three yet. So it was out of kindness that the head teacher took him 
with regard to the fact that I am a single mother. 
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This example in particular shows how external circumstances can poten-
tially overshadow the person’s  ideas on ECEC selection criteria (however, 
when parents from this group evaluated their choices, they primarily fo-
cused on equipment and tangible quality criteria). As the following excerpt 
exemplifies, Darina’s  quality criteria are in fact facility-centered, but she 
presented her situation in terms of her single mother status acting as a con-
straint on the choices she would otherwise like to make:

Darina: It´s  a  shame they did not have someone younger, more ac-
tive [teacher]. They didn’t go out, no trips by public transport. Since 
he’s been in kindergarten, he hasn’t been on a tram. And they’re in the 
center, all the activities are to hand.

Q: Did you consider changing schools?

Darina: No, I wouldn’t have managed. 

To sum up, we found these second two groups of respondents had a facil-
ity-centered approach to ECEC that focused on finding a public ECEC facil-
ity which would best fit the parents’ tangible criteria and choices related to 
external circumstances (returning to work, single motherhood), which were 
important constraints on priorities and criteria related to the parents’ ideas 
on ECEC and its values and their priorities.

Discussion

The most important difference we have discovered so far is whether there 
is a relationship between the ECEC institution, teacher and child and how 
parents perceive and discuss its importance and potential to influence their 
children’s personality and the development of their (intellectual) potential. 
We identified and described four different groups. The first two groups of 
parents related their choice of ECEC facility to this relationship, either with-
in the framework of distinctive pedagogical approaches or based on their 
own ideals and values. They thought an equal and respectful relationship 
between the institution, teacher and child was central to the child’s further 
development. While it was crucial for these groups of parents to find a facil-
ity which best fit their child’s individuality, the second two groups expected 
their children to fit into mainstream facilities, primarily using tangible facil-
ity-centered criteria to make their choice. 
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Our findings seem to closely reflect Anette Lareau’s (2011) distinction be-
tween two patterns of childrearing, her differentiation between “concerted 
cultivation” and “accomplishment of natural growth”, which she under-
stands as being significantly class-based: The first two groups of respond-
ents had a pedagogy-centered and a child-centered approach to ECEC that 
resembles Lareau’s  concerted cultivation (practiced by middle-class par-
ents). The accounts of these parents center around their concerns about 
providing their children with the best education and care solutions from an 
early age. High quality ECEC was related to nourishing the children’s indi-
viduality, respecting their needs and hence allowing them to develop their 
full potential. For the parents this meant engaging with (or mostly respect-
ing) pedagogical ideas and the ECEC market, carefully selecting the facilities 
and investing cultural and financial capital in obtaining their ideal solutions 
beyond the ECEC (public and private) mainstream.

The emphasis on accomplishment of natural growth (which Lareau finds 
to be typical of working-class parents) can by contrast be linked to the ba-
sic reliance on predominantly public mainstream solutions, which we saw 
mainly in those respondents who had a facility-centered approach to ECEC 
decision making. Although they also adopted a particular selection process, 
they did not consider the relationship between institution, teacher and child 
to be relevant, nor did they look for the “best” education and care solution. 
Instead they expected their children to learn to function within the main-
stream system and described the normalizing and disciplining effects of the 
(pre)schooling system as appropriate and in line with their own educational 
approaches.

Considering Lareau, it was surprising for us to find the rhetoric of natural 
growth and the promotion of child-initiated play with Montessori, Waldorf 
and/or forest pedagogies, which were a central issue for many of the par-
ents, whom we otherwise saw as following the logic of concerted cultivation. 
What differs, however, is the child’s position within the framework of natural 
growth. At this point, Lareau’s dual logics of childrearing probably become 
too flat to capture the subtle (discursive) nuanced meanings of accomplish-
ment of natural growth. In Lareau’s work, it is related to sharp authoritative 
boundaries between adults and children and their realms. While natural 
growth, as in the pedagogies cited, is associated with a shared space and re-
spectful mutual engagement between adults and children. Within the logic 
of concerted cultivation this creates a space for children’s self-initiated play 
and development that according to Lareau is often lacking in this logic. From 
this point of view our pedagogy- and child-centered respondents are not 
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typical advocates of concerted cultivation and their childrearing logic could 
be labelled something like “concerted natural growth”. Our findings indicate 
the need to do more research in this area, to further elaborate on the extent 
to which Lareau’s logics of childrearing are applicable to the Czech context.

An issue that seems even more puzzling is the class dimension of these 
logics, which is central to Lareau’s argumentation. Despite the discernable 
connections in our data between the parental accounts, choices and social 
background, the situation in the Czech Republic is complicated. The class 
structure of Czech society was significantly reconfigured under the state so-
cialist regime (job allocation was partly determined by political criteria, the 
flattened wage hierarchy and weakened relationship between job and wage, 
low valuation of intellectual work, etc.). Although Czech society today is 
a class society in standard terms, as Katrňák and Fučík (2010) show in their 
quantitative analyses scrutinizing the relevance of various class schemes 
in the Czech context (living standards and lifestyles are strongly correlated 
with a person’s position in the labor market), the historical reconfiguration 
means we can expect a less strong relationship between a person’s class and 
orientations. 

Nevertheless, despite the cultural specificities, our data still indicate 
an important correspondence with Lareau’s classed logics of childrearing. 
There is a significant overlap between the selective pedagogy-centered group 
and the child-centered group (which can be linked to her concerted cultiva-
tion) on the one hand and the group of parents that could be characterized 
as middle-class (based on education, profession and self-attribution) on the 
other. These approaches are adopted particularly by parents with a sub-
stantial or proportionally substantial level of cultural capital. In contrast, 
the parents without a university degree (or with lower secondary education) 
were much more strongly inclined to a  facility-centered option and much 
less selective in their choices (their perspective was close to the accomplish-
ment of natural growth). 

The results indicate important differences in opportunities to be able to 
freely choose between diversified public and private ECEC facilities, and 
these stem from different perceptions of the role of ECEC in general, chil-
dren’s needs, the related quality of ECEC and the limited accessibility to 
ECEC (capacity, financial, locational). The data indicate that both points are 
related to the parents’ socio-economic background and reinforce one anoth-
er. The first two groups, who perceived the differences between the facilities 
to be significant and welcomed the fact they could choose, were also more 
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likely to be able to overcome the potential constraints (based on their avail-
able economic and/or cultural capital). Parents from the third and fourth 
groups expressed less concern about the differences between the facilities 
and were less selective and at the same time more vulnerable to external 
constraints and limited accessibility (depending on their situation).

Conclusion

Recent developments in the Czech Republic have led to considerable di-
versification in preschool education and care, especially in metropolitan 
areas such as Brno. The significant shortage of public facilities is accom-
panied by a growing sector of private providers. This provides greater oppor-
tunity for parental choice. However, whether parents can take advantage of 
these choices remains highly socially structured. Besides the “hard factors” 
limiting their choices, such as the fees, there seem to be many softer factors 
shaping both choice and access, such as parents’ willingness and ability to 
research the existing options, or – in the case of kindergartens with particu-
lar pedagogical approaches – “proficiency” in the given pedagogy, and their 
willingness to participate in specific courses. The aim of this article was to 
analyze parents’ narratives of choosing a kindergarten for their child. Draw-
ing on focus groups with parents from different social backgrounds, we fo-
cused on the various conceptions the parents had of their children’s needs, 
the role of ECEC generally and the role of the children and adults within it. 
We regard these conceptions as another important factor shaping parental 
choice.

The parents significantly differed in the extent to which they cherished 
and utilized the opportunity of being able to choose a kindergarten based on 
their ideas and priorities concerning both their children and early childhood 
education and care. Also their notion of quality varied noticeably; their ac-
counts revealed different configurations of factors they thought important 
when making the choice. Based on these criteria, we identified four groups 
of parents: pedagogical approach-centered, child-centered, facility-centered 
and (constrained) non-selective

As our findings suggest, there is an important difference in perceptions of 
the child’s position between the first and the second group on the one hand, 
and the third and the fourth group on the other. While the first and the 
second group of parents shared the assumption that children are malleable 
and they were very apprehensive about the potential risks associated with 
making the “wrong choice”, the third and the fourth group considered chil-
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dren’s psychological and cognitive qualities to be more innate. They wanted 
their children to be happy and successful, but they did not think kindergar-
tens had the potential to deflect children away from their “given” direction, 
influence their future opportunities or potentially harm their development. 
For them, choosing a preschool was not an issue of paramount importance.

This contrast, however simplified, can be traced back to social origin. 
Despite the cultural differences, it shares basic features, as we have tried to 
show, with Lareau’s classed logics of childrearing. The pedagogy-centered 
and child-centered approaches to ECEC that we found mainly in parents 
with substantial or proportionally substantial cultural capital have simi-
lar foundations to Lareau’s concerted cultivation (practiced by middle-class 
parents in her research). The facility-centered approach seems to share the 
presupposition of the “innate child” found in Lareau’s accomplishment of 
natural growth. While she identified this parenting style in working class 
parents, in our case, the facility-centered approach was by no means limited 
to this group, nor to the group of parents without a university degree (repre-
sented more in our research), although it was typical among them. 

Looking into the future, these different parental conceptions with their 
different views of the child’s malleability and thus of the importance of (good) 
education have clear consequences for social reproduction. From a more 
general perspective, the diversification of ECEC, classed parental prefer-
ences for certain facilities and the actual possibilities open to them regard-
ing child placement (determined by level of financial and cultural capital) 
seem to lead to a paradox: private and public kindergartens with “alternative 
pedagogies” and/or respectful approaches that could be characterized as 
having inclusive ideas of education and as valuing differences, in fact con-
tribute to the widening social gap, precisely because of their social exclusiv-
ity. Due to the diversification, children are exposed from a very early stage 
in their lives to a rather different education experience. A few of them receive 
the message that they are autonomous subjects entitled to pursue their own 
preferences, to actively shape interactions and to treat adults as equals. In 
a society divided into social classes this is not a class-neutral message.

It is important to emphasize that this does not reflect the public/private 
division. Rather, the current lack of public kindergarten places forces those 
parents who are dependent on a public kindergarten place to accept what 
they get when they need to return to work (usually when the child is 2.5-3 
years of age). As under the current system the chances of a child obtaining 
a place in the public kindergarten favored by the parent(s) (often influenced 
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by respectful approaches and pedagogies) increases as the child ages, these 
kindergartens are mainly available to children who have spent some time in 
a private facility and apply for a public place at the age of 4 or 5. The com-
pulsory kindergarten year, which was introduced in autumn 2017, changes 
this situation to a certain extent, as it limits these parental strategies: from 
the age of 4, children from within the kindergarten district will have abso-
lute precedence. However, in a system which does not provide public ECEC 
places for all 3-year olds, the prioritizing of older children and the rise in the 
number of children attending kindergarten probably further complicates the 
search for a public place for a 3-year old. And finally, the creation of kinder-
garten districts is highly likely to lead to further ghettoization, as the district 
kindergartens will copy the city’s social map even more.

Since equal access to education is an education policy priority in most 
countries and is seen as a  tool for strengthening social integration and 
equal opportunity (Česká školní inspekce 2014; Matějů & Straková, 2003; 
Rabušicová, 2013), more attention should be paid to this initial stage in the 
educational pathway. Although in the Czech Republic publicly funded ser-
vices account for a relatively significant share of the provision, the current 
conditions are reinforcing social inequalities that have not been sufficiently 
considered. For some, the growing range of choice potentially boosts their 
choices, but for the rest, it is illusory.
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Critical pedagogy in practice: 
A case study 
from Kerala, India

Vishnu Prakash Kareepadath

Abstract: Analysing teaching-practice offers an opportunity to answer questions like 
what is critical to making a pedagogy democratic, what are the factors that support 
a teacher to be critical in her teaching? Or what restricts the teacher in being critical 
in her work? This paper seeks to address some of these questions by presenting the 
findings of an investigation into the practice of teachers who are committed to the 
idea of critical pedagogy. The scope of the study is limited to understanding the criti-
cal aspects that are related to the teacher’s work within the classroom. The paper 
analyses the theoretical arguments that are relevant to critical pedagogy in relation 
to teachers’ practices as they emerged during the study. The study, conducted in the 
South Indian state of Kerala, reveals that teacher subjectivity and schooling situa-
tions interact in a dialectical fashion to shape the nature of classroom teaching. The 
political subjectivity of the teachers, shaped by their close interaction with the Kerala 
Science Literature Movement (KSSP) makes their pedagogy critical in nature. On the 
other hand, the standardized curriculum and mechanically disciplined school envi-
ronment continuously challenge the teachers’ efforts at being critical in their work.

Keywords: critical pedagogy, political subjectivity, teaching agency, campus culture.

The primary goal of critical pedagogy is guided by the goal of formulat-
ing educational practices that can contribute towards shaping a democratic 
culture with an anti-oppressive social vision in the classroom and society. 
The idea of critique and inquiry occupies a crucial role in such a pedagogy. 
Teachers are seen as transformative intellectuals capable of developing criti-
cal attitudes and skills among students. Following the introduction of the 
National Curriculum Framework–2005 (NCF–2005), which laid an overt em-
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phasis on social transformation as one of the key aims of education, several 
state governments were encouraged to revisit the state curriculum frame-
work in India. The Kerala Curriculum Framework–2007 (KCF–2007) was de-
veloped from NCF–2005, keeping in mind the contextual needs of the region. 
It suggested critical pedagogy should form the broader framework for teach-
ing in schools. A number of teachers volunteering with the Kerala Science 
Literature Movement (KSSP) had an important role in campaigning for and 
implementing the KCF and new curriculum in the state of Kerala. The pres-
ent study is an attempt to analyse the practice of two teachers – Samir and 
Rosa1 – who are committed to the idea of critical pedagogy. The primary data 
was collected during six months of classroom observations and in-depth 
interviews with the two teachers. The classroom episodes, interviews and 
school observation are used in the final analysis. The State Council of Edu-
cational Research and Training (SCERT) recommends critical pedagogy in 
its framework. As the post KCF–2007 reforms had a particular influence on 
the middle-school curricula in Kerala, middle school teachers were selected 
for the study. The researcher analysed field notes, interviews, observation, 
photographs and videos to examine the pedagogy. The school is observed as 
a space of interaction among subjects and the objective realities that exist 
in that space. The nature of classroom pedagogy is analysed to unravel the 
key factors that shape pedagogy within a context. 

Educational Context of the Study

The contemporary education scenario in India is significant for the man-
ner in which it bridges the interests of the middle class as they were con-
solidated during the nationalist phase with the emerging requirements of 
globalization. The new phase of globalization is primarily guided by the prin-
ciples of the “Knowledge Economy2”. In this paradigm, control of technical 
innovations and production is pivotal in patent production and the monopo-
lization of the market. To ensure control of the market, global capital influ-
ences the nature of industrial research and technical education. New skills 
development programmes3 initiated by the Indian state are indicative of 

1	 Pseudonyms have been used for the participants. Samir is a government school teach-
er with ten years’ teaching experience and has been an active volunteer with the KSSP 
for the last fifteen years. Rosa has been teaching in a private aided school run by Sri 
Ramakrishna Math for the last eight years. She is regional secretary of the KSSP and 
has volunteered with the movement for more than fifteen years.

2	 In the globalization era, knowledge is considered significant in the production process. 
The knowledge-intensive market paradigm is termed the knowledge economy, in which 
knowledge became the prime factor in production. 

3	 The National Vocational Education Qualification Framework introduced by the MHRD 
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such trends. Thus, the economic character of education gained importance 
in globalized era. The market model not only supports privatization but also 
proposes that education should be an investment in human capital for eco-
nomic growth. The 2000 report by Ambani and Birla confirms this: “We have 
to fundamentally change our mind set from seeing education as a compo-
nent of social development to realizing that it is a means of creating a new 
information society with Knowledge, research, creativity and innovation. It 
is not a social expenditure but an investment in India’s future” (Ambani & 
Birla, 2000). Kerala has held the highest rank on the human development 
index in India for several years. The state education sector has a high lit-
eracy rate and enrolment. There are a number of historical factors that have 
contributed to Kerala’s educational achievements. The work of missionaries, 
initiatives by the princely states of Travancore and Cochin in the late nine-
teenth century and the social movements in Kerala in the early twentieth 
century all advanced these achievements. The backward community move-
ments and working class, nationalist ideas and peasantry mobilization by 
political movements also strengthened the education process in the region. 

However, the contemporary thinking being shaped in the education sec-
tor is not as hopeful as the state’s previous education visions and achieve-
ments. The education sector has always been impacted by the conflicting 
political visions of the two major political fronts (LDF and UDF) that have 
ruled the state since its inception. 

The Kerala Perspective Plan–2030 (KPP), a vision document published by 
the UDF (United Democratic Front) government in 2013, argued for the de-
velopment of competitive and tradable human capital in Kerala. The ideas 
of ‘human well-being’ and ‘social development’ have become ‘conventional’ 
for these policy makers. They firmly believe that welfare policies and educa-
tion for social development are no longer important in Kerala. The end goal 
of education is to prepare competent ‘human capital’ for an efficient knowl-
edge economy. There is no consideration of the complexities of third world 
situations and the detrimental effects of globalization on poor, marginalized 
people, nor of its exploitative features. 

in 2012 with the support of international bodies supports different skills development 
programmes for higher secondary and university students across the country. The 
Additional Skill Acquisition Programme (ASAP) developed by the state of Kerala and 
the National University Student Skill Development Programme (NUSSD) initiated by 
the Tata Institute of Social Sciences in the states of Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya 
Pradesh, Jharkhand and Maharashtra are examples of such initiatives.
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The state is facing the serious problems of ecological degradation, gender 
discrimination caste issues and consumerism. Provisional data from the 
2011 census indicates that the literacy rate among the Schedule Caste (SC)/
Schedule Tribe (ST) group and fishing communities is much lower than that 
of Other Backward Communities (OBC) and the general caste. It has been 
noted that SC/ST communities’ social mobility is restricted by caste hier-
archy and poor land holdings and educational achievements (KSSP, 2004). 
However, there are no suggestions that address these issues. Gender dis-
parities are increasing in the state. Kerala has a poor female work participa-
tion rate (FWPR) compared to national standards (KSSP, 2013). The Kerala 
Perspective Plan overlooks all these issues. The only suggested solution for 
developing the state is to work towards a strong knowledge economy. Edu-
cation is considered merely as a tool to achieve this goal. In 2005, with the 
support of UNESCO and NCERT, Kerala SCERT under the Left Democratic 
Front (LDF) formed government hosted an international workshop on criti-
cal education. Prof. Michael W. Apple visited Kerala and gave the KSSP un-
conditional rights to publish his book Democratic Schools in Malayalam. By 
this time NCERT had formulated the 2005 National Curriculum Framework. 
The idea of critical pedagogy was starting to be used in the context of Ker-
ala’s education. The idea was explicitly used during the implementation of 
the 2007 Kerala Curricular Framework. 

The KCF explains the conflicting nature of knowledge in society. It is said 
that the curriculum cannot avoid these issues. The KCF lamented the domi-
nant social structures and ‘development’ thinking in our society. It recom-
mended critical knowledge should be part of the school curriculum. It was 
explicit on the politics of education:

Globalization and commercialization too have weakened the gains at-
tained earlier...Disappearance of agricultural and traditional trading 
practices is also seen. Corruption, aggressive tendencies, rates of sui-
cide, communalism and superstition have multiplied manifold. At this 
point, the question of what the content of curriculum should be gains 
the ground. (SCERT, 2007)

KCF–2007 led to a  rewriting of the school textbooks used in the state, 
based on local government (Panchayat) consultations and the identification 
of themes for curriculum development. Using critical pedagogy as the an-
choring philosophy of the curriculum was a  radical initiative. Education 
was explained as a process of creation and transformation. Thus, KCF–2007 
proposed that critical pedagogy should be anchoring idea of schooling in the 
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state. The LDF returned to power in the 2016 elections. The KCF–2007 sug-
gestions are still active in state education policy. 

The Role of Teaching in Social Reproduction and 
Transformation

Classical Marxian inquiries analysed education as a superstructure and 
characterized schools as institutions of social reproduction. Bowles (1977) 
explained the unequal schooling that contributes to the social relation-
ship in capitalist society. In his opinion schools reproduce the education-
al achievements and skills that maintain the hierarchy of social relations. 
The continuation of the social division of labour from generation to gen-
eration is achieved through schooling. His study of the American system 
of schooling indicated the role of schools in supporting the existing class 
relationships. Willis (1977) elaborated upon the school failure is related to 
the class positions of the students. He observed schools as an institution for 
the transmission of class inequalities. In Bourdieu’s (1976) opinion schools 
propagate middle class culture. His writing elaborated the argument that 
school is a conservative force that favours the privileged in society through 
school’s  ‘techniques’ and criteria in academic judgment. He critiqued the 
notion of the school as an agency distributing ‘cultural capital’ so as to 
reproduce existing social relations. Scrace (1993) observed the influence of 
the cultural capital of the dominant Indian class in reproducing curricula, 
school rules and teaching style. His study on India draws attention to the 
social reproduction of existing hierarchies through textbooks and pedagogy. 
All these arguments show that schools are social sites where the younger 
generation are trained in order to maintain existing social relations and 
values. Whenever schools are involved in social reproduction, teaching be-
comes a dis-empowered labour that contributes to the process of social re-
production. 

The interpretation of Marx’s  idea of the empowering notion of labour is 
important in understanding the act of teaching in modern society. It has 
been pointed out by Marxist theorists that labour is more than an alienating 
activity in the capitalist mode of production. Marcuse stated that “labour 
can only be adequately comprehended through concrete investigations of 
the distinct form it takes in each mode of production. The process of labour 
determines the essential structure of the society and therefore, the condi-
tions for the possibility of the realization of reason, and freedom.” (Quoted 
by Held, 2004, p. 237). This understanding of labour provides us with an 
opportunity to investigate the emancipatory potential of teachers’ work in 



a r t i c l e s

j o u r n a l  o f  p e d a g o g y  2 / 2 0 1 83 8

the modern world. Apple acknowledged the possibilities offered by post-
modernist and post-colonialist thinking. But he did not want to romanticize 
the idea of agency without reflecting on the dominance of structure in the 
era of ‘crisis’ (2013, p.14). He also theorized the resistance of labour in his 
book Education and Power. As he put it, “Rather than the labour process be-
ing totally controlled by management, rather than hard and fast structures 
of authority and norms of punctuality and compliance, one sees a complex 
work culture. This very work culture provides important grounds for worker 
resistance, collective action, informal control of pacing and skill, and reas-
serting one’s humanity...” (2012, p.22). Thus, he moves beyond a structural 
functionalist analysis of labour. He lamented the efforts to fix teacher iden-
tity and professional development without considering the challenges of so-
cial transformation. 

Freire (1996) argue for a pedagogy that liberates the oppressed from the 
social structures of oppression. He considered pedagogy to be the ontologi-
cal vocation of humanization that makes the oppressed conscious of the 
objective realities that restrict their freedom of life. The Freirean pedagogy 
facilitates ‘praxis’ in the life of the oppressed. He critiqued the oppressive 
practice of ‘banking education’ that treats human beings as passive deposi-
tories of information and suggested ‘problem-posing’ and ‘thematic’ inquiry 
to critique and uncover the oppressive conditions of life. In the process of 
humanization a teacher’s primary task is to build solidarity with students in 
the process of unveiling the reality. From here, teachers and students reflect 
and act to recreate the reality. Taking lessons from humanizing pedagogy 
elaborated by Paulo Freire, scholars like Giroux (1988, 1996, 1997, and 
2003); Shor (1992); McLaren (1995); Kanpol (1999) and Kincheloe (2011) 
theorized different dimensions of critical teaching practices in classroom. 
These explanations are popularly termed critical pedagogy. The primary 
goals of such explanations were guided by the goal of formulating educa-
tional practices that can contribute towards the development of a  demo-
cratic culture in the classroom and society. 

Gore (1993, 1998) critiqued the capacity of radical pedagogy discourses 
to alter education institutions and society and its limited contribution to the 
project of empowerment. She proposed that pedagogic sites should be exam-
ined through the analysis of power and knowledge in educational discourse. 
Gore argued 

In focusing on the aspects of the social reconstructionist tradition, 
my aim is not to destroy that tradition but to contribute to it by (1) 
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elaborating the local functioning of regimes of critical and feminist 
pedagogy and the regimes of institutionalized pedagogy in social re-
constructionist teacher education, and (2) identifying ways in which 
teacher educators alter those regimes using their own practices to ar-
rive at suggestions. (1993, p.141).

Her interrogations into pedagogic discourse are important in understand-
ing the hidden notions of power in pedagogies. These theoretical positions 
leave us with a few questions. What is the position of the teacher as a sub-
ject in critical teaching processes? Does the teacher have “agency” in her 
work? If so, what contributes to shaping agency in teaching? The following 
section elaborates upon insights obtained from an examination of the peda-
gogic practice of two teachers committed to the idea of critical pedagogy.

Key Factors that Shape Pedagogy in Classroom Practice

A number of factors seem to influence the teaching practices of the partic-
ipants in the study. The research has found that teaching practice is shaped 
in real life situations, impacted by the material realities of the site of teach-
ing. Everyday realities sanctioned by education department to the teacher 
are guided by the ‘dominant’ education interests of society. These interests 
are manifested through the institutional structures of teaching-learning. On 
the other side the teacher is the subject who anchors the teaching-learning. 
Her subjectivity interacts with the material realities in a schooling context 
to shape the classroom pedagogy. Freire’s (1996) elaboration of the notion 
of ‘radical subject’ explained this dialectical interaction shaping the action. 
He explained the process of radicalization as begin equal to the process of 
liberation that humanizes the individual. He said, “Radicalization involves 
increased commitment to the position one has chosen, and thus ever greater 
engagement in the effort to transform concrete, objective reality” (Freire, 
1996, p. 19). He then continued, “A radical is never a subjectivist. For this 
individual the subjective aspect exists only in relation to the objective as-
pect (the concrete reality which is the object of analysis). Subjectivity and 
objectivity thus join in a dialectical unity producing knowledge in solidarity 
with action and vice versa.” (ibid, p.20). The teaching practice of the teach-
ers in this study is understood as dialectical interactions of the structure of 
schooling and the subjectivity of the participants. These factors are further 
explained below:
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Circumstances of schooling: Campus culture and curriculum

Althusser (2008) observed that the school is the dominant ‘ideological 
state apparatus’ that functions through the ideology of the bourgeoisie state. 
However, he did take into account the intellectual agency of the teachers. 
This is evident in his references to teachers’ attempts to resist the dominant 
ideology. In his elaboration of the concept of ideological state apparatuses, 
including the school, he added, “I  ask pardon of these teachers who, in 
dreadful conditions, attempt to turn the few weapons they can find in the 
history and learning they ‘teach’ against the ideology, the system and prac-
tices in which they are trapped” (2008, p. 31). This study provides insight 
into the position of teachers in institutional settings. The evidence from the 
field clearly shows that the structure of a school has a major impact on the 
shaping of teaching practice. However, the study also shows that this struc-
ture is not just determined by the ideology of the state. The ‘campus culture’ 
determined by the management also plays an important role in shaping the 
structure of schooling. The elaboration of the campus culture observed in 
the study indicates the impact of the specific context of the school.

Campus culture includes the actions and nature of interactions of the 
subjects in the site. It also explains the accepted norms and rules in the 
schooling site. It can act as an element that shapes the ‘teaching habitus’ 
in the school context. The culture of the government school where Samir 
was teaching was lively. In the study, campus culture is identified as an 
important factor that shapes the circumstances of teaching. The students 
and teachers were free to interact and move as they wished. The students 
never maintained their distance from their teacher. The researcher found 
barely any fear of the teachers among the students. They frequently visited 
the staffroom and had fun with their teachers. The teachers also spent time 
with the students on campus. 

Parents and other school stakeholders frequently visited the school prem-
ises to drop their children off and interact with the teachers. The evidence 
from this site shows the local community participated in improving the stan-
dard of schooling. Greater local community participation in Kerala sought 
to promote and strengthen public schooling (Purushothaman, 2013). There 
was no restriction on outsiders entering the staff room. The office room was 
an informal space. The teachers in the room cracked jokes and discussed 
classroom and personal issues with ease. During lunch time they shared 
food and talked about personal and official issues. From the very first day 
they were very accommodating and provided the researcher with a seat close 
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to the participant. It is evident that the school campus and teachers were 
not “disciplined” by the school administration. 

Samir was flexible and confident enough to call the researcher into the 
staff room and his classroom. The evidence from the field also gives an in-
dication of the freedom that the teacher enjoyed in making his decisions. 
The dynamic and child friendly culture developed in Samir’s school can be 
observed as an initial effort to establish a democratic environment in the 
school. The nature of the behaviour between teachers on the one hand and 
parents and students on the other, and the participation of the local com-
munity in developing the campus can be identified as examples of such 
initiatives. 

The situation in Rosa’s school was quite different from that of Samir’s. The 
students and teachers were given clear guidelines on maintaining the disci-
plining ethos of the school culture. No outsider was allowed to interact with 
teachers and students without official permission. There were no common 
spaces for the students and teachers to interact except in the classrooms. 
The school administration was strict in following the official standards. The 
school environment was strictly managed by a Hindu Religious Trust called 
Sri Ramakrishna Math. The events in the school and the movements of 
teachers and students were regulated by a school bell. The rules to be fol-
lowed at assembly were very strict and students and teachers were expected 
to follow them. The students’ movements during the assembly sessions fol-
lowed a pattern resembling a military march. The students were to follow 
strict norms regarding their actions in the school compound. 

There were different staff rooms for male and female teachers. The male 
and female teachers were found in different groups on the school compound. 
The male staff room was near the principal’s office. All visitors to the school 
were asked to sit outside the principal’s office. The administrative methods 
were focused on improving ‘performance and efficiency’. The annual results 
are the standard for assessing the performance of the school. The rules and 
norms observed in Rosa’s school can be considered evidence of disciplinary 
techniques for achieving better results in the annual tests.

Both participants used the official curriculum and textbook in their class-
rooms. A major part of the content prescribed in the SCERT textbook was not 
child friendly (neither the language nor the content). However, the participant 
teachers made an effort to move beyond the textbook. Samir’s students were 
slow in grappling with the content. This made the teacher go with the pace 
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of learning in the classroom. A large number of children in his classes were 
from a working class background. He understood the diversity of students in 
his classroom. Nevertheless, he was not able to give individual attention to 
the students, especially to those children who needed more support. In the 
individual interactions with the researcher he was critical of the textbook 
and the system for restricting the poor and marginalizing students in their 
learning. His sessions were slow and he had fallen behind the time table.

Rosa did not have a co-operative staff room environment and schooling 
culture. There were clear behavioural norms in the school. The school was 
run by a religious trust. She talked about the difficulties she faced in shar-
ing her thoughts and ideas with her colleagues. Her school placed repeated 
emphasis on the curricular achievements of the children. This can be un-
derstood as the standardization and disciplining of the schooling process. 
Rosa’s  classroom interactions were limited by these situations. She used 
small project work and assignments to connect the textbook content with 
social life outside the school. She created platforms for group work and pre-
sentations in the classroom and anchored critical discussions in her class. 

Dean et al. (1987) explained the importance of analysing the impact of 
schooling circumstances in shaping the teachers’ work. They criticized the 
tendency of academic writing to treat teachers as agents of middle class cul-
ture and social control without considering the circumstances of teaching. 
The present study shows that teaching situations are primarily shaped by 
the official curricular norms and practices, namely textbooks and examina-
tions. These norms are supported by mechanical administrative practices. 
Disciplinary techniques are used in schools to ensure standardized textbook 
learning in order to produce ‘good test scores’. These standards were legiti-
mized by the school. The textbook and curricular norms can be identified 
as state initiated structures. But, we cannot conclude that pedagogic mani-
festation of curriculum and textbook is only shaped by the circumstances 
of schooling. The study shows that teacher subjectivity plays a crucial role 
in shaping the classroom pedagogy. The following section elaborates on the 
subjectivity of participants.

Political subjectivity of the participants

The primary nature of the subjectivity observed in the participants’ teach-
ing practices was political in nature. Political subjectivity indicates the con-
scious effort of the human subject to critically observe, understand and act 
in a socio-political context that conflicts in nature. It allows the subject to 
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learn and unlearn the knowledge that supports her in challenging and col-
lectively working towards transforming the realities that restrict justice and 
freedom of humanity.

Samaddar’s (2010) explanation of the political subject is relevant to un-
derstanding pedagogic practice: 

...Like in any subject formation, a set of practices becomes significant 
in the formation of the political subject. Innovation in a new set of 
practices indicates the emergence of a new subject in politics who is 
a new author. This practice is both discursive and institutional. These 
practices are essentially collective, that is to say, relational (conten-
tious on one hand, dialogic on the other), and because of this the 
emergence of political subjectivity is possible only in collective form. 
(Samaddar, 2010, xxiv-xxv)

He explained political subjectivity as the identity of practice not as the 
identity of self. For him political subjectivity emerges from the material re-
alities of life. Analysing the subjectivity of a teacher as an ‘identity of prac-
tice’ can problematize the technocratic definitions of teaching. It also un-
ravels the role of the ‘subject’ in the practice. Freire (1996) emphasized the 
importance of subjectivity in transforming society. He wrote, “To deny the 
importance of subjectivity in the process of transforming the world and his-
tory is naive and simplistic: a world without people...This postulates people 
without world. World and human beings do not exist apart from each other, 
they exist in constant interaction” (1996, p. 33). The present study has also 
noted the strong impact of political subjectivity in resisting the conservative 
structure of schooling.

Personal communication with the participants on a range of issues that 
emerged during interview and informal conversations indicate that the par-
ticipant’s subjectivity is primarily shaped through their solidarity with the 
political ideology and intellectual circle of the KSSP. The following excerpts 
from the interview shows the political reflections on the education process.

Researcher: What is education mean to you?
Samir: The training one gets to transform the society we live in into a place 

with better living conditions, and to interact in it with alertness. Both for the 
individual and for the society that includes him, at the same time. Tomorrow 
should be one step better than today. A training for that should be received 
at an individual level also, thus it should become a tool to change the injus-
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tice today...Present education system is trying to create machines. (Personal 
Communications, July 25, 2015)

Samir’s political consciousness and thinking can also be observed in his 
classroom interactions. The episode described below proves his ability to 
bring political thinking into classroom interactions. Rosa strongly argued 
for teaching that considers the socio-economic background of the children. 

Rosa: The background of the students is an important issue for sure. 
There will be students who study well even when their social condi-
tions are very bad. Students do have an understanding about every-
thing, like what their house is like, what their father is, what their 
mother is, and all. We know such students. We give more attention to 
such students. When you spot such students outside the classrooms, 
if as you address them with affection, and inquire about the matters 
that concern him, like if his mom has a job now, whether his dad has 
a job now, what he is doing now…? Then they would be more attentive 
in the classes, and they would have the feeling that the teacher knows 
him and that she is noticing me. (Personal communication, October 
13, 2015)

It is not just the textbook content that shapes the direction of the peda-
gogic practice of the participants in the study. Solidarity with pupils from 
an oppressed background and an affectionate approach that involves them 
in the pedagogical process is the highlight of her teaching. Knowledge about 
children from oppressed families informs their interactions with the neigh-
bourhood communities and social activism. The interactions with material 
life situations within and outside school also have an impact on these teach-
ers. As mentioned above, Rosa continuously engages with colleagues who 
follow Hindu right-wing politics and educational beliefs. She described how 
she dealt with such situations in her school:

Rosa: Lot of daily newspaper approach school for giving free copies to 
school. When Madhyamam (A Malayalam daily published by Jamal at 
e Islami) came in, a lot of teachers here opposed it. After a few days, 
it was asked to move the newspaper stand from where it was. It was 
said that Madhyamam newspaper was that of Muslims. After a week, 
they started bringing Janmabhoomi (A Malayalam daily Published by 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). Even though a huge cry hadn’t 
happened, those who were related to this knows. So this year, I called 
the people of Madhyamam early itself and told them that we need 
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a paper here. A big event was organised within the assembly and Mad-
hyamam was sponsored there. After that Deepika and Mathrubhoomi 
(Malayalam dailies) came. After a week itself, the sponsor of Janmab-
hoomi came and held an event in the assembly. So then everyone had 
this doubt whether Rosa teacher will put it up on the stand or not? 
The paper was brought to me, and I said, ‘bring it; I’ll put it up on the 
stand.’ After 3 or 4 days, I was asked, ‘teacher, today there is no Jan-
mabhoomi found there.’ So then I said that every paper is there. There 
are 59 copies of 4 papers altogether that come to the school. I am the 
one who distributes all these copies to each place. Then I said, ‘Maash 
(male teacher), I am a believer of democracy. I don’t think that by read-
ing Janmabhoomi one will become a Hindu person, or that by reading 
Madhyamam one will become a Muslim, or that by reading Deshabhi-
mani [Malayalam daily published by CPI (M)] one will become a Com-
munist. Let the students gather all the knowledge.’ I said I will put up 
any newspaper that comes there. (Smiling) (Personal communication, 
October 14, 2015)

The participants spent a lot of their time on campaigns and educational 
programmes organized by the KSSP. Both Samir and Rosa had a good ap-
titude for learning. They read a great deal and reflected on the subject that 
they taught and also about society in general. They understood the im-
portance of the teacher in shaping the critical character of pedagogy. The 
impact of political subjectivity was quite evident in the practice of the par-
ticipants in the school. The nature of their classroom pedagogy is described 
in the next section.

Nature of Classroom Pedagogy

The nature of teaching practice cannot be understood only by analysing 
‘mode of interactions’ in the classroom. The underlying assumption is that 
knowledge is transacted and that knowledge positions (the knowledge of 
experience each subject has) are also important in analysing the nature of 
classroom pedagogy. In Freire’s opinion, any critical dialogue in the class-
room needs to respect the knowledge of the participants. For him dialogue 
starts with the “‘knowledge of experience had’ in order to get beyond it is 
not staying in that knowledge” (Freire, 2014, p.60). Both participants went 
beyond the content and interacted with the students by raising questions 
and anchoring dialogues that have the potential to promote questioning of 
the prescribed content. The classroom episodes described are not directed 
by the content of the curriculum. The teachers brought their experience 



and knowledge into the classrooms to shape the political dialogue with the 
students.

Samir integrated student’s life experiences and know-how into his peda-
gogy. An important aspect of his teaching is the ability to connect socio-po-
litical aspects of life to classroom discussions in an organic fashion. He used 
students’ life experiences and language in interactions to overcome the limi-
tations of the standardized textbooks. This encouraged the children to begin 
a dialogue with the teacher. The following episode portrays Samir’s ability 
to organically incorporate political insights into his classroom interactions.

Samir: Malayalam is our mother tongue. When I reached the class-
room, what did you say?
Students: Good morning
Samir: Good morning. When somebody helps you, what do you say?
Students: Thank you…
Samir: When we do something wrong, if by mistake I hit on your leg 
what did we say?
Students: Sorry
Samir: Yes, if we ask permission to enter into the class what did we 
say?
Students: May I come in…
Samir: All these are Malayalam or what?
Students: No…
Samir: From where these words come?
Students: English
Samir: Why did we unconsciously habituate to these words? Where is 
the root of this?
Student: Sayippanmaar (Sayippu is the common local dialect in Ma-
layalam that is used to address English/white males. This word is also 
used to make fun of English/whites)
Samir: Sayippanmaar ruled us for long time and they left the English 
here. Because they ruled, we followed them unconsciously, that is why 
English Medium School students wear coat and suit. We are pretend-
ing to act like Sayippu (English) by wearing coat and suit. We are try-
ing to live like them. What is this? An English culture! Almost hundred 
years our place was a colony of English. Seventy years back they left. 
However, there is an influence of English on us. 

This episode in the Malayalam language class depicts his ability to bring 
a critical dimension to the normalized use of English words in everyday life. 
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He uses the presence of English in the school and society to elaborate on the 
colonial impact in society. Samir uses a funny local dialect to critique the 
tendency of the elite, middle class Malayalis to follow the English. Students 
joined in his criticism in the classroom and enjoyed his jokes. There was 
no suggestion in the textbook or in the teacher’s Malayalam handbook that 
the teacher should lead an interaction on the politics of language. After this 
classroom episode the researcher interacted with the teacher and he talked 
about his intentions during the pedagogic interaction:

I talk politics in a contextual way. Yesterday a student talked about 
Gujarat, he described what he saw there. It is being said that Gujarat 
is not like that. I tell the child that there is a Gujarat that he hasn’t 
seen. That is a political act. The political level which the child should 
know about is that child should be able to identify the injustice that 
is happening in the society in which the child him/herself is a part of. 
He/she should have the ability to analyse it with all the facts and que-
ries. Utilizing the contexts from the classroom is the important part. 
(Personal communication, July 26, 2015)

Samir acted as an emancipatory authority in his interaction with the 
students. He also used his creativity and ‘critical imagination’ to make his 
classroom child-friendly. Rosa primarily followed a lecturing and interaction 
mode in her classroom. She positioned her teaching within the framework 
provided by the curriculum and the timetable drawn up by the department. 
She was cautious about the time frame in each session. However, there was 
space for the children to raise questions and doubts. Her students were 
attentive and reflective in the classroom. She followed a uniform pace in 
teaching the content and finished her content within the stipulated time. 
She opted to give time to students facing learning challenges, even after 
the classroom sessions. Rosa also used her socio-political knowledge in her 
teaching practice:

Rosa: In 1990s, there was a literacy movement...To create awareness 
about literacy, KSSP did street-plays; they had some songs for it. It is 
in that; there was a song, which one? ‘Enthinnathiratha, ippol thudan-
genam, ellaam nammal padikkenam…’ (Why fear, we will start it now, 
we will learn everything) (The teacher and students are singing). …….
Rosa: ….these people were made to get a just wage. Have you noticed 
the strikes that are happening in Idukki and in Munnar? 
Student: Yea! Workers. 
Rosa: Ah, look at the strikes being done by the workers of tea estates 
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in Munnar… so, what are they saying? They are asking for their wages 
to be increased. Because, they are unable to live with their current in-
come. They don’t get have a good treatment when they fall sick. They 
don’t get education. These are the reasons they said. So in our Kerala, 
we could see a lot of women who work with a very low income, right?

Rosa stressed the importance of the teacher’s political consciousness and 
elaborated on it during the interview. For her, a teacher should contribute 
to the social transformation. It is no different from the work of a political 
activist. She said:

Teaching involves transforming students. The task being done by a po-
litical activist is that of building a good society for tomorrow. That is 
what a teacher is also doing. Hence teaching is a political activity. My 
personal opinion is that everybody should have politics. Some teach-
ers say that they don’t have any politics. Then they also have politics. 
Being apolitical is their politics...I usually say that teaching is a job 
which should be done with more political sense than any other jobs. 
(Personal communication, October 12, 2015)

Rosa holds a  political position on her life and work. She believes that 
living with scientific temper4, and the ability to critique are important char-
acteristics of a progressive teacher. These are considered an important ele-
ment in the political philosophy of the KSSP as well. Rosa considers educa-
tion a tool for social mobility and empowerment. 

Giroux (1997) suggested that, in transformative pedagogic practice, the 
teacher critiques the conservative, authoritarian practices of education. He 
argued for a democratic and emancipatory authority among teachers in the 
classroom, school and society. He opined, “The concept of emancipatory 
authority suggests that teachers are bearers of critical knowledge, rules and 
values through which they consciously articulate and problematize their 
relationship to each other, to students, to subject matter, and to wider com-
munity” (1997, p.103). Both participants went beyond the official curricu-
lum to make their classrooms interactive learning spaces. This is evident in 
the observation that classroom pedagogy is anchored by the political sub-
jectivity of these teachers.

4	 Scientific temper is a word used to describe the attitude of an individual to follow logic 
of science in life. The word is first used by Jawaharlal Nehru in 1946
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Conclusion

Educational knowledge, values and relations are analysed in the context 
of the interplay between dominant and subordinate school cultures. The 
teaching practice is not shaped by the ‘political beliefs’ of the teachers, but 
by their political subjectivity that develops through their learning and expe-
rience in the course of their lives as teachers contributing to the practice. 
Both participants shared the formal and informal learning experiences that 
contributed to their political thinking during the interview5. For them, learn-
ing to teach is a continuous process. Thus, subjectivity cannot be articulat-
ed as a static identity. Such attempts define the subject as an object. They 
seldom consider the agency of teachers in their work. At the same we need 
to be cautious about romanticizing agency in teaching without reflecting on 
the circumstances of teaching.

The participants in the study continuously face challenges that are cre-
ated by ‘institutional norms and standards’. The schooling situations that 
were studied are highly standardized in nature. They are prescribed and 
implemented through mechanical ways. Textbooks and tests are unques-
tionable phenomena in schooling and teachers have no role in designing 
either. None of these situations are conducive to promoting critical teaching. 
It is true that classroom situations are highly influenced by the macro level 
standards set by the education system. However, the study of pedagogic epi-
sodes truly reflects the transformative potential of subjects who encounter 
rigid situations of schooling.

Samir and Rosa understand the political nature of teaching. They were 
able to critique and reflect on the guidelines that are forced upon them. 
Their learning and work is primarily shaped through their solidarity out-
side the formal schooling system; there were no official training programmes 
on critical education during the period of the study. The participants be-
longed to a  community of teachers involved in critical pedagogic exercise 
within and outside the schools. The criticalness in their teaching is shaped 
through their everyday political practice and engagement with the political 
movement. Their expressions (through interpersonal communication and 
work) also indicate the elements of transformatory learning. The elements 
of transformation can be traced in the ability to ‘critique’ that is developed 
through their involvement in the political discourse in the people’s science 
movement. A creative imagination and a critical rational approach guided 

5	 For details of the interview, see Kareepadath (2016).
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by an anti-oppressive political vision are identified as the essential character 
of their work. 

The potential of any pedagogy to be emancipatory is embedded in its abil-
ity to be ‘democratic’. Such a pedagogy recognizes the power dynamic of 
knowledge and its relation to the knower. The primary task here is to un-
ravel oppressive elements. This is done through collective rational inquiries. 
Finally the knower becomes involved in the process of humanization. The 
democratic nature of pedagogy can only be analysed in its evolving nature 
in relation to knowledge and knower. There is a thin line between the prac-
tice of any pedagogy and indoctrination. Critical educators like Freire (2004) 
warn that the practice of pedagogy cannot be imposed on the learner in 
the classroom. A critical pedagogue should start from the ‘knowledge of the 
learner’ (contextual knowledge) and not to stick to it but move beyond to 
become free of the knowledge positions. Freire’s  (1995) elaboration of the 
process of humanization indicates the attention to the evolving nature of 
knowledge (Rata & Barrett, 2014) and its importance in pedagogic prac-
tice in developing a political consciousness. Classroom pedagogy is a goal-
oriented conscious act. There is always direction in its practice and that 
makes it political in nature. Thus, any arguments on the ‘neutral’ nature of 
pedagogy are naive. The democratic principles underlying its practice make 
any pedagogic act different from the act of indoctrination. 

Critical pedagogy cannot be implemented mechanically in schools. As 
Freire opined, it is important to re-invent the practice in an organic fashion 
considering both the psychological and socio-political context. It is evident 
that KCF–2007 has not yet achieved its vision to create schooling circum-
stances suited to critical teaching. The Kerala Curriculum Framework–2007 
proposed a critical pedagogy as the broader framework for schooling. The 
policy makers handed over all the responsibilities to the teachers to fulfil 
the ideal of critical pedagogy. The top-down bureaucratic approach seems to 
weaken the vision of KCF–2007. 

Batra raised the importance of ‘empowering’ teachers to accomplish the 
transformative goal envisaged by the NCF–2005. She said, “The assump-
tion is that teacher indeed thinks the way the authors of this document 
have thought or else, will start doing so soon after they are ‘persuaded and 
trained’ to do so. The NCF unfortunately appears to be committed to un-
dermine the implementation of its vision by failing to address the need to 
restructure the teacher education to enable the process of pedagogical em-
powerment of the agency of the teacher and thereby of the radical new cur-
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riculum vision it presents” (2005, p. 4350). Batra’s concern is about shap-
ing and implementing the teacher education programmes that support the 
agency of the teacher in practicing critical teaching. 

If we closely analyse critical pedagogy, it is evident that such practices 
cannot be institutionalized as per the bureaucratic standards of the edu-
cation system in India. The present study shows that the community of 
teachers guided by a shared anti-oppressive political vision can contribute 
to the critical pedagogy movement. The critical pedagogy movement has the 
potential to deontologize the mechanical aspects of teaching practice. How-
ever, further investigation is required to examine the practices of teachers 
who are part of collectives with an anti-oppressive vision and their impact 
on critical education in India.
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Freedom and obedience 
in western education1

Miguel Martin-Sanchez, Cruz Flores-Rodriguez

Abstract: Education has to emphasize the characteristics which define Western de-
mocratic societies. In addition, it has to ensure the active and participative inclusion 
of each person in social life, where respect for human rights prevails over the per-
son’s preferred ideology. Promoting these values ​​in citizens not only guarantees the 
stability of the state, but also its constant progression and improvement. Beginning 
at the elementary level, the promotion of students’ critical spirit is recognized as 
a  fundamental objectives. However, the structures which shape Western educati-
on in the 21st century do not allow for the development of completely autonomous 
thinking and critical thinking in students. In this article, we analyze the processes 
which comprise an education for obedience. Although obedience does not respond 
to conscious cognitive processes, it is present in the structural rigidity of education 
through the organization of the classroom. Our explanation is based on the Theory of 
Social Conformity, which will be presented as the antithesis of a person’s individual 
freedom. Moreover, we will see how contaminated cognitive vicarious elements are 
promoted. Although they are endemic to people, they do not allow students to deve-
lop a critical spirit or to be educated for freedom.

Key words: education, obedience, freedom, social conformity, criticism.

Introduction

In this paper, we propose the idea that instead of promoting personal 
autonomy, formal education in the West oppresses and educates students 
into obedience. To understand how education is designed to achieve obedi-
ence, we start from Erich Fromm’s work, analyzing the processes involved in 

1	 The authors would like to thank the reviewers and the editorial team of the Journal 
of Pedagogy for the suggestions and corrections that have contributed to substantially 
improve this article.
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learning learner conformity, which we call contaminated vicarious learning, 
contaminated vicarious teaching and learnt conformity. This is fundamental 
to understanding how obedience, if viewed from the perspective of confor-
mity, originated as an element of evasion which allows human beings to 
integrate within their social group. However, we review subsequent work in 
order to complement the concepts described by Fromm. Reason begins with 
the questioning of rules. It is possible that once we do this, we will come to 
understand that many of them are necessary and convenient. It is then that 
we are faced with positive authority, exercised with the approval of those 
who subordinate to it. 

What we propose here is partly the universal assumption that education 
is about training people whose critical capacity allows them to think and act 
with autonomy, since doing so is, in short, a fundamental characteristic of 
the citizens of a democratic, free and equal society. However, nowadays, the 
rigid and authoritarian structure of educational centers and the nature of 
the relationships established between students and teachers prevent teach-
ers from developing a critical spirit in their students. Education is increas-
ingly defined and understood as a place of training, rather than a temple of 
dialogue, critical thinking and critical pedagogy (Giroux, 2012).

It is clear that authority and discipline are fundamental components of 
school life (Benne, 1970; Clark, 1998, McAllister, 2017; Smith, 1985; Wil-
son, 1971). Studies on the subject are based on the foundations of social 
theory, classroom research and research on school ideology, which offer in-
teresting perspectives on the elements which constitute authority, contexts 
and realities. There are of course various types of authority, such as teacher 
legitimacy, student consensus, and shared moral order (Pace & Hemmings, 
2007). Discipline must concern students and their interest in learning ac-
tivities, a sort of discipline for wisdom in life and educational interest (Ma-
cAllister, 2013).

We are not questioning the need to educate with discipline or through 
discipline, understood as a  set of rules or norms, which when complied 
with consistently lead to the desired and necessary result, essential to valu-
able and quality learning (MacAllister, 2014); We do not propose a  theo-
ry that opposes the assumption of an autonomous moral which allows for 
an individual dimension of education, the acceptance of universal ethical 
principles of coexistence and social realization; we believe that the basic 
pillars of training are the moral dimension and the importance of social 
responsibility (Campbell, 2008). We do not defend an antisystem pedagogy 
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either. We start from a radical democratic pedagogy (Fielding, 2007) which 
is centered on the individual, and opposed to market dominance. We share 
with Michael Fielding and Peter Moss (2011) the idea that the public school 
must be a social and emancipatory alternative, a school that fights against 
power structures that discriminate by race or class and maintain historical 
inequalities (Casey, 2016). We consider the traditional education structure 
to impede the development of the child’s personal autonomy, creating dis-
crepancies between what is learned in school and societal demands. Never-
theless, we understand that Western education systems promote obedience 
and authoritarianism, based mainly on the elimination of critical thinking, 
reflection, dialogue and civism, which leads to ideological forms of domi-
nation of an educational nature based on anti-intellectualism and civic il-
literacy, making it necessary to generate new spaces in which education 
policy and nature can be understood (Giroux, 2017). We agree with Peter 
McLaren (2016) on the importance of rejecting social relations and political 
structures which deny the individual as a person, including authoritarian-
ism, disciplinary boundaries and the questioning of the interrelationship 
between ideas and social practices.

We start from the idea that what has been described above responds to 
a process of social conformity, as old as the human race. However, as we 
will see in this paper, conformity allows people to integrate into their social 
group. In that process, they reject their individuality and critical capacity. 
Individual freedom is an isolation for which one must be prepared; other-
wise, social conformity becomes a mechanism of evasion which allows us 
to put the demands of the collective before those of our individual self, and 
to discharge in it the burden of responsibility of our thoughts and actions 
(Fromm, 2013).

Erich Fromm and Learnt Conformity. Processes involved 
in the Assumption of Students’ Conformity.

Erich Fromm, who was German and whose parents were Jewish, was 
forced into exile in the United States in 1934 after Hitler’s  rise to power. 
He was an outstanding member of the Frankfurt School and his ideas on 
authority, freedom as well as structuralism were an important turn in the 
sociology and pedagogy of the time.

Fromm understood democracy as a subtle version of previous authoritari-
an regimes. In the present era, citizens are given an opportunity to intervene 
in the system and this promotes a negative freedom which allows them to 
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think that their individuality is guaranteed by freedom of thought and ex-
pression. However, according to Fromm, freedom of expression of thought is 
of no use if citizens do not have their own thoughts. He relies on conformity 
to explain how the average citizen delegates to experts everything related to 
politics, economics and the general management of the country, out of fear 
of what the responsibility positive freedom implies. Fromm’s main line of 
thought was initially influenced by Marxism, which was little by little turn-
ing into what he called “humanistic and democratic socialism”. Thus, he 
criticized both the totalitarianism of the Soviet State and Western capitalism 
itself. This resulted in a game of labeling which had little to do with reality. 
Fromm has been described as a communist, social-democrat and anarchist, 
although his only objective was to study authoritarian tendencies in the so-
cieties of his time. Some of the tendencies he identified existed even in those 
democratic states where he detected a clearly hierarchical cultural pattern 
which was perpetuated and extended through their institutions. Ensuring 
students become aware and play an active part in their own learning would 
be a first step towards the intellectual independence discussed above.

There comes a time in people’s lives when they become fully aware of their 
individuality with respect to the environment in where they are. This is iso-
lation on their part and they must begin to face the problem which arises: 
incorporating their individual, unique and independent self in a society and 
in a group of individuals who have already established their behavioral and 
psychological characteristics.

Erich Fromm talks about “evasion mechanisms” (Fromm, 2013) which 
can be found in people who assume they have negative freedom but are 
not prepared to progress towards achieving positive freedom. That is, the 
mechanisms which help people who cannot assume the claim of their in-
dividual personality and the inclusion of that personality in their social 
group. Those that are not prepared to progress go back to their previous 
state, to a large extent rejecting their individuality to live a mechanical and 
compulsive life. 

These evasion mechanisms are authoritarianism, destructiveness and 
automatic conformity. The most common mechanism of escape is that of au-
tomatic conformity. It is the third defense mechanism identified by Fromm, 
as well as being the most widespread. It presupposes absolute surrender 
in the battle between the individual self and the outside world, that we will 
adopt the customs and behavior of the majority of the people around us. 
Simply put, people end up imiting their environment, becoming yet another 
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of the many people with similar behavioral characteristics. Thus, feelings of 
loneliness and impotence are eliminated.

However, Fromm points out that this could conflict with the thought of 
individuality in the Modern Age, which is governed by freedom of thought, 
feeling and action.

The relation with freedom (or absence thereof) is that conformity involves 
accepting a system of external values ​​and behaviors which we internalize 
and make ours. And there is no worse form of rejection of freedom than that; 
since when people obey a norm, thinking that the origin of the same is in-
side, the probability that they rebel against that authority is almost null, as 
they do not see it as such. This is what Erich Fromm (2013) called “anony-
mous authority”, and it takes the form of conventions, mental health, cus-
toms, fashions and so on. When an obligation is not perceived as a threat, 
the rejection rate is reduced to zero. Thus, the ethical responsibility of creat-
ing students is lost (Freire, 1998). Moreover, social problems, changes and 
critical actions are reduced to a state of total indifference – ethical, social 
and committed – with society and with other people.

Accordingly, conformity is the most widespread evasion mechanism, since 
it involves people becoming almost entirely assimilated into the customs 
and ideas of the social group. We will try to find the origins of this in vicari-
ous learning, as people imitate it in their first learning experience. 

This phenomenon, known as the theory of social learning, has been ad-
dressed in the work of Albert Bandura, Dorothea Ross and Sheila A. Ross 
(1963). Their work goes beyond previous work (by Julian B. Rotter, for ex-
ample) which took into account vicarious elements, but despised the moti-
vation.

The work of Bandura and his team gave name and form to a fact as com-
mon as humanity itself. In addition, they went further with their experiments 
and showed that even negative behaviors (in this case, physical aggression) 
can be learned. In their investigations, children imitated violent behavior 
previously performed by an adult where no one had condemned or punished 
the adult, leading them to believe that such behaviors were desirable.

Given the above, we can talk about contaminated vicarious learning (or 
better still contaminated vicarious teaching, because after all, it is the adults 
who modify their behavior, contaminating the process), when cultural as-
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pects inherent to the behavioral model decisively influence all the actions 
they perform. 

Here, we are talking about a primitive and early representation of con-
formity, the origins of which are found in Fromm. Solomon Asch defines it 
as “a psychological tendency to ‘uncritical acceptance’ of group ideas and 
evaluations” (1956, p. 2). Such conformity not only allows us to integrate 
into the group, but also to participate in it and to benefit as members. Nev-
ertheless, this frequently requires us to suspend our personal judgment in 
favor of the collective judgment. We need to fit into the group to ensure our 
survival in it.

At this point, it becomes necessary to consider what happens when both 
contaminated vicarious learning and conformity merge. Assuming that the 
school classroom is a place of social reproduction, do we learn or do they 
teach us to suspend our personal judgment and leave the majority to form 
judgments? Can they teach us to be obedient and submissive, without ques-
tioning ourselves for external orders? And if so, is it a conscious teaching 
and learning process?

If so, we would venture to call it learnt conformity, when, in adults’ be-
havioral manifestations, it is inherent, and often unconscious to any kind 
of authority. A particular behavior exhibited, although not consciously, in 
the presence of children still creating their vision of the world can become 
determinant. The way our role models behave towards an authority will 
determine our conception of that authority and our attitude to it. Learnt 
conformity removes all vestiges of a person’s minimum chances to escape 
conformity and guarantee personal freedom and intellectual individuality.

Promotion of the Critical Spirit and Intellectual 
Individuality in Primary School Students

Stanley Milgram (1974) adhered to the line proposed by Fromm and 
pointed out that the origin of a  person’s  moral and intellectual freedom 
lay in what Fromm called solitude, and Milgram isolation. We accept the 
dominant value system of the socioeconomic group we are born in and grow 
up in. In this way, we learn to delegate the consequences of our actions 
to the group. Consequently, we develop an individual response, generated 
from our individual reasoning, which supposes isolation, a state of solitude, 
where individuals take responsibility for themselves in their own actions 
and thoughts.
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As we have already pointed out, this individual freedom potentially pres-
ents a danger to the dominant culture, as it would begin to redefine itself 
and evolve in a progressive line. However, at present, it adapts to reproduce, 
extend and perpetuate itself (Escudero & Bolívar, 1994). For the system, 
it is much easier to use the school as a stage for social reproduction, as 
a multi-level screening process for dividing the students into different class-
es according to personal ability. However, in practice, this is carried out ac-
cording to the student’s socioeconomic background. That is why the school 
walks a delicate balance between forming student individuality and critical 
spirit while promoting obedience and the acceptance of vertical classes as 
an endemic part of the society they will belong to.

This is in line with what we have seen so far. Obedience presupposes 
the acceptance of external norms. In addition, these norms can come from 
a specific defined source, or from an “anonymous authority,” as argued in 
Fromm (2013). For Milgram, accepting individual solitude is the beginning 
of freedom, or, the rejection of any of the evasion mechanisms to assume 
our positive freedom.

We can define obedience as a change in our thoughts and actions when 
some kind of pressure is exerted by an external agent (Milgram, 1974). In 
this definition the word change is important because it is key to under-
standing how the processes behind the origin of people’s obedience are ar-
ticulated. Change occurs as, under the pressure of that external agent, we 
change our natural behavior. At times, it may seem that the agents cause 
these changes to emanate from within us. However, even in these cases, the 
primary source of this agent is outside us, despite us having internalized it 
and not seeing it as an external influence.

There are innumerable dangers in acting in obedience, especially if there 
is a figure of authority who acts despotically and whose objective is the com-
mon good. The path between despotism and personal gain on the part of 
those who exercise it is very narrow. To avoid this, we must educate citizens 
in reason. On this, Fromm (2013) said that disobedience, as an act of free-
dom, is the principle of reason.

The interpersonal relationships in the school environment are small-scale 
reproductions of what happens in society as a whole. Thus, it is possible to 
discern different groups among students (defined by their racial, economic, 
social or even intellectual background), as well as differences in the relation-
ships between them, and in turn, with the staff.
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Regarding the concept of authority, there is a gap between the school and 
society. Students are taught to obey teachers, class delegates, textbooks, 
schedules and classroom bells, but this degree of irrational obedience would 
never be required of citizens in a democratic society (Ruiz, Bernal, Gil & 
Escámez, 2012). The reason is that a society cannot be considered a democ-
racy if its members do not demonstrate a critical capacity before rulers.

The origins of the current education systems, as well as the dominant 
paradigm, must be sought in modernity, where the school is conceived as 
a traditional institution and as an agent of power, of the control exerted by 
the ruling classes (Althusser, 1977; Moral, 2009). Jürgen Habermas (1971) 
talks about the dominant ideology of knowledge and science, the prepon-
derance of hierarchical knowledge which controls education and science. 
What is more, this ideology masks real problems and justifies the interests 
of the ruling class by preventing the emancipation of the dominated class. 
There is no neutral or innocent pedagogy, but in relation to power (Giroux, 
2017).

The Western school has the modern pretension to offer a neutral, objec-
tive place where equal opportunities to all the subjects are an immutable 
reality. A school based on a dominant pedagogical model, which is acritical 
and equal. Furthermore, it is based on a scale of values ​​claiming universal-
ity, in which a fictitious ideal of a homogeneous society is presented. 

From this paradigm, learning transmits an objective and formalized con-
tent with neutrality. They are acquired with authority, imparted irremissibly 
by a teacher and assimilated by a student who, in most cases, remains pas-
sive, obedient and uncritical. The curriculum is privileged on the affective 
and the critical, and the teacher’s authority is not perceived as legitimate, 
generating potentially destructive and problematic tensions between obedi-
ence and freedom (Hargreaves et al., 2017). We refer here to the banking 
concept of education where knowledge is imparted downwards hierarchical-
ly from the wise to the ignorant. Such knowledge is based on the instrumen-
talization of the dominant ideology and on the absolutization and alienation 
of ignorance where the other always takes a stand (Freire, 2014).

Many countries have found their way to democracy under the auspices of 
capitalism. Nevertheless, the absolute leadership which continues to show 
the teaching staff in the classroom has been in place since the 19th century. 
This disrupts student autonomy. In addition, when this oppression con-
flicts with social expectations and demands, internal and external personal 
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conflicts are often created, and these may even generate violent behavior 
towards other students and teachers (Barba, 2009).

There is no critical spirit in those who are obedient. Moreover, the school 
positively reinforces obedience, while promoting the students’ intellectual 
independence. Here lies the great contradiction of Western education; it is 
a paradox which leaves unresolved the dichotomy between what education 
aspires to be and what it in fact is: a  reproductive scenario rather than 
a space of personal growth and formation. From this perspective, therefore, 
there is no place, except verbally, for the promotion of the critical spirit in 
the school where citizens are formed. In addition, these citizens will be in-
tegrated into an uncritical society and surrendered to conformity. We could 
state that the processes which we have described above occur inevitably, 
due to the context in which formal education is framed. And it is possible 
to think that teachers’ attitudes are always concerned with producing obe-
dient students, without fomenting their critical spirit nor their intellectual 
independence.

But, as we have said, the education structure itself drives all the teaching 
and learning processes towards obedience.

Fromm discusses the concepts of negative freedom and positive freedom 
in relation to people’s freedom and their integral formation. Negative free-
dom refers to the possibility of doing something in the absence of obstacles. 
Positive freedom, in turn, is seen as superior to the former, and refers to the 
ability to perform an action for the simple reason it can be done (physically 
and intellectually). Thus, positive freedom supposes a complement to nega-
tive freedom, as necessary as sufficient, to achieve full freedom (Fromm, 
2013).

Consequently, while Western societies in the twenty-first century have 
achieved a negative state of freedom, where there are fewer and fewer obsta-
cles hampering people’s development, citizens are not prepared to assume 
their role in it through positive freedom. That is to say, a scenario is pre-
sented where citizens are offered the freedom to intervene in the processes 
guaranteeing their individual freedom in society, but they have not been 
sufficiently psychologically prepared to grasp the freedom to intervene in 
such processes.

Likewise, the school prepares students to know about and assume the ex-
istence of negative freedom. But they never work to promote the intellectual 
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independence which grants them the possibility of developing that negative 
freedom. In fact, the opposite is true. Students are not allowed to assume 
any responsibilities in school, beyond performing their tasks and sitting ex-
ams. What is more, this may be counterproductive in the sense that evalu-
ation is part of an external entity and not one’s entity.

The school structure and organization encourage all this. We cannot ex-
pect an education for freedom in a  context which does not allow it. The 
characteristics of society today differ from those of society during modernity. 
However, the school system retains the structures it had two centuries ago. 
Although the school system’s outward appearance has changed, it is still 
modernity that shapes the classrooms, even though education and society 
are constantly changing, in a liquid state (Bauman, 2005). What is more, 
teachers can do nothing to avoid a state of conformity and alienation devel-
oping in the students, as this is endemic to the Western education system. 
Its eighteenth and nineteenth-century characteristics are incompatible with 
current demands.

Moreover, we have to make visible the dependence and influence of the 
education system on minors, who spend much of their lives in those places. 
The reason is that they face the relations of authority, relationships be-
tween equals and individual transformations. As a result, schools become 
the favored place in which to construct identities that have lasting effects on 
people’s values ​​and actions, on who they are and what they think they can 
be (Apple, 2011).

Productive Process, Market and School

In one of his critiques of education and education systems, Noam Chom-
sky (2004) raised the question of prevailing education models and his dis-
turbing obsession with disabling teachers and students in an attempt to 
simplify people´ education to a set of rules and rules so strict – and obsolete 
– that it does not allow students to develop critically, making them perish 
in a labyrinth of procedures and techniques which seeks people´s homog-
enization and their gray immersion into an uncritical and obedient social 
mass.

Instead of promoting a critical spirit in students, which would allow the 
cycle of learned compliance to be broken, education is at the service of the 
market. In that market, neoliberalism is presented as a political, social, eco-
nomic and pedagogical project which constitutes a form of public pedagogy. 
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It is a pedagogy based on the rationality of the market, which legitimates 
a cruel culture of fierce competition in which democracy has been trans-
formed into a unique form of authoritarianism (Giroux, 2015).

Capital and the market, with the subordination of the school, generate the 
commodification of knowledge, intellectuality and affection, which is called 
cognitive capitalism (Morgan, 2016). In cognitive capitalism the social and 
productive transformations are arranged to serve the control of knowledge 
and its modes of production. As a result, we find that a financial logic has 
been introduced into schools, which implies governance, bureaucratization 
and the degradation of objectives to adapt to the freedoms of capital. Con-
sequently equity, democracy and people are all endangered, as is the social 
construction of the school (Heilbronn, 2016). These problems arise not only 
because of the very nature of capitalism and globalization, which have prov-
en to be the greatest equalizers in the history of mankind (Norberg, 2005), 
but also from the way in which they are executed. Thus, in the Western 
world, we have achieved levels of well-being unimaginable two centuries ago, 
but always by relying on citizen conformity and obedience (Carratalá, 2016). 
According to Erich Fromm, this is where the real problem occurs in Western 
democracies. Erich Fromm, who was preoccupied with the authoritarian-
ism and submission in our society, identified an oppression of individuality, 
prompted by the demands of Western capitalism. These demands were at 
least as intense and effective as those present in the national socialist states 
and Soviet Union (Fromm, 2013). 

There is a close relationship between education and work (Spring, 2015), 
and this has not escaped psychologists and education theorists. The chang-
es in education promoted by neoliberalism, such as the privatization of the 
public school, the training of teachers and administrators to be producers of 
standardized results and academic capitalism, necessitate the critical devel-
opment of educators to curb neoliberal education policies (Baltodano, 2012). 
People must develop in the scenario which has been given. Society is shown 
to be a fabric of interconnected citizens linked through work. This allows us 
to contribute our labor (when we do not own the resources or the means of 
production), and in return we receive the fruit of other people’s workforces 
(Fromm, 2013). It is the task of the contemporary school, as conceived, to 
train citizens such that they can be appropriately introduced into social life 
through work.

Against this backdrop, resistance theorists have revealed the inability of 
the new labor force to intervene in the labor system they will be incorporated 
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in. The psychological space where this idea could emerge begins to destroy 
itself from the school, which imitates the dominant cultural model, leav-
ing no space for the remaining groups with different socioeconomic back-
grounds. Thus, school objectives and methodology are based on a specific 
social pattern to which not all minorities have access, which means the 
academically successful pass through this obstacle course without much 
difficulty (meritocracy), while those students who fail to advance, assume 
the failure is theirs, and are gradually expelled in a screening process which 
does not take account of the students’ realities.

In this way, education continually falls short in providing students with 
integral training. It would seem that all learning (or memorization) of aca-
demic content is targeted at the acquisition of skills and personal resources 
that enable the students to know and assimilate this content throughout 
their lives and for their lives. Just as workers on an assembly line perform 
a very specific task, decontextualized from other processes and in exchange 
for a salary at the end of the month, students concentrate on memorizing 
isolated content and passing the test to receive a final grade for each unit. 
Education results are justified in terms of competitive goals, labeled by gov-
ernments and corporations using mercantilist language and thinking (Mc-
Murtry, 1991). It is based on globalizing neoliberal logics which subjugate 
the true objectives of education. In addition, they are clearly contradictory 
to policies and existing practices.

All in all, once students complete their studies, we obtain a qualified and 
obedient working mass. If we accept that education is strongly affected by 
neoliberal culture, it is imperative that educators know, understand and 
criticize it in the process of defense (Connel, 2013). Some scholars consider 
teachers to have a vague idea of ​​what neoliberalism is and its pretensions to 
dismantle public services (Sleeter, 2008), and this makes neoliberal ideology 
work better, since it is not perceived as such (Blacker, 2013).

Relationships between Modern Production  
Systems and the Functioning  
of the Contemporary Western School

If we study contemporary society as a postmodern society which has left 
behind the materialism of the 20th century, it is easy to understand the 
abyss which is opening up between the characteristics of contemporary 
generations and the neoliberal socioeconomic paradigm. Traditionally in-
stitutions (such as the state, democracy, education or the labor market) 
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functioned according to the logic for which they were designed more than 
a century ago. However, nowadays, citizens’ interests and demands are en-
tering a higher stage. This is because of the benefits of Western democra-
cies which is the basis upon which citizens’ basic needs and aspirations 
are satisfied. Nowadays, the institutions of modernity clash head-on with 
postmodern society, which aspires to further values that these institutions 
will not be able to satisfy. Here lies the origins of the contradictions between 
the social and labor discourse, generated in the school, and through social, 
democratic and labor demands. The school must support students’ integral 
education which includes training them to exercise freedom and a critical 
spirit, as well as training workers in the labor reality in which they are im-
mersed. However, as we have already pointed out, Western education has 
limited itself to maintaining a specific cultural model through the imposition 
and reproduction of the dominant ideology, implicit in its highly hierarchi-
cal and undemocratic economic and labor models. With the reproduction 
of these characteristics through the school, the hierarchical model is per-
petuated through the way future relationships are established between the 
social actors and it goes beyond the simple hierarchy in the labor market. 
The term “reproduction” is defined as in sociology. It recognizes the possibil-
ity of change or evolution (as indicated above with respect to the transition 
from modern to postmodern citizenship) and so indicates models of change 
to ensure the reproductive processes are maintained.

In this regard, the objectives which appear in the education laws and 
which appeal to the sense of students’ self-realization are just a declaration 
of intentions. In the context of globalization driven by neoliberalism, char-
acterized by education discourses on the commodification of knowledge, 
education of human capital, and its influence on national policies (Spring, 
2008), the fact that education serves to promote autonomy and a critical 
spirit among students is a chimera, as demonstrated by the growth of power 
of neoliberal and neoconservative agendas at the international level. In this 
way, the democratizing objectives of Western education come into conflict 
with training for capitalist work, strongly hierarchical, competitive and gen-
erating inequalities. In this way, the market, and in a more general way, 
neoliberalism, exercise their particular influence on education. Moreover, 
they transform education to the point of generating this contradictory dis-
course (Apple, 1999). All this is sponsored by state care, which tries to foster 
a critical spirit and promote social mobility while submerging the students 
in the great uniform and uncritical mass that is the working class and re-
producing the dominant ideology (Giroux, 1983). Therefore, critical peda-
gogy rejects education policies and practices, so it is necessary to rethink 
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social transformation in a more subtle and complex way, establishing active 
links with the classroom reality (Apple, 2011).

We understand that, from an economic dimension, education systems are 
influenced by the market, and are at the service of capital. Spring (2013) in-
dicates that most education systems adopt objectives for economic growth. 
Thus, relationships between students and teachers are mediated through 
the integration of students into a  competent economic system, in which 
education becomes an instrument for professional and economic develop-
ment, reduced to preparation for employment (Kemmis, 1998). This leads 
to monotonous learning as students are taught to become competent and 
useful subjects from the labor point of view.

School reproduces the model of capitalist production on a small scale. It 
therefore reflects the inequality in the capitalist social structure (McLaren, 
2016). In this context, it is impossible to introduce elements which guaran-
tee an integral education so that students can acquire the intellectual skills 
necessary for them to assume positive freedom. However, from an economic 
dimension, it was initially believed that improvements in capital and labor 
would lead to better student training. In addition, governments invested in 
human capital, so neoliberalism ends with the value of social goods and 
presents education as just another product (Casey et al., 2013) which can 
be bought and sold like any other (Davies & Bansel, 2007). In this context, 
people’s freedom within this economic-education system is very limited, if 
not non-existent.

According to Fromm, democracy fails in its ways and intentions to expand 
the borders of institutional freedom. As a result, a false sense of self-real-
ization is generated in citizens because democracy does not prepare citizens 
or allow them to assume responsibility for democracy. With the natural de-
velopment of industrially advanced Western democracies, citizens began to 
assume a normative (in reality an inequality) or community (motivated more 
out of emotional than rational reasons) commitment, but both were some 
distance from the original idea of democracy, where citizens do not have to 
form their identity in relation to the government but must assume the gov-
ernment as their own (Jaime, 2009).

Fromm proposes some integral citizens’ formation, without denying the 
fact that human beings must be trained for the socio-labor reality in which 
they are born, but where they have enough psychological capacity to assume 
their own individuality and the responsibility that democracy requires. Yet it 
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is now clear that consumerism and globalization, an extreme form of capi-
talism, are causing an unprecedented increase in the differences between 
rich and poor, a form of economic discrimination based on social class, be-
liefs, race or sex (Sandlin & Maudlin, 2012). 

Liberty and capitalism are incompatible. Alienated and obedient workers 
are a guarantee of economic benefit, but one that entails the loss of indi-
vidual freedom.

In a dystopian way, all people who go through regulated education sys-
tems want to be transformed into alienated workers. Democratic models 
or more horizontal and cooperative production systems are not imitated in 
schools; on the contrary, the desire (from an economic point of view) is to 
promote a means of production in which workers are forced to sell their la-
bor power at a price established by the market, which is changing, devalued 
and relative to the place and moment.

Hence, the only reason education cannot be improved in qualitative terms 
is because it would damage the prevailing economic system, perpetuated 
by the power elite that dominates education discourse, practices and poli-
cies, and which prioritizes the market and profit over other considerations 
and understands learning in terms of economic growth (Hursh & Hender-
son, 2011). In an education model like the one we proposed previously, 
a modernist or capitalist personality would not fit, we refer back to Fromm. 
Therefore, it is counterproductive for the community to be home to it, if it 
is immersed within the neoliberal system of production in Western culture. 
The mercantilization and subjugation of education to neoliberal capitalism 
contribute to the displacement of oppressed and minority communities and 
so it is necessary to construct a critical anti-capitalist public pedagogy (Lip-
man, 2011). If there is no struggle, or recovery of educational criticism, or 
encouragement of an education which inspires the challenge of authoritar-
ian practices, the essence of the community’s moral and transforming peda-
gogy will be lost (Giroux, 2016). Dependency on the system and the aban-
donment of a critical identity, if it ever existed, are the result. Consequently, 
a hierarchical power relationship will be built, in which people will have little 
to contribute beyond their economic production. It seems that neoliberalism 
is here to stay in the current education system (Maisuria, 2014).
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Some conclusions: Practices of Resistance in Schools

These conclusions, which are not the complete, but a compilation, try to 
establish a line of reflection. We have seen how conformity is postulated as 
an element of evasion which allows people to avoid the isolation of claiming 
their individual self in the world around them (Fromm, 2013). Thus, the 
assumption of our individual self, different from each person around us, is 
the preceding step to the assumption of the positive freedom which allows 
people to become established as free people and independent of any other. 
This, on the other hand, involves accepting a kind of intellectual and emo-
tional solitude, an isolation which is not acceptable to humans without prior 
preparation. In the endemic structure of Western education systems such 
preparation is not allowed. The reason is that in a uniform environment, the 
logical consequence is the risk that all subjects will choose to renounce that 
isolation. Therefore, they will also be renouncing positive freedom so they do 
not become separated from the group.

As we have mentioned before, the school is responsible due to its complic-
ity in the very form of its structure and by the inaction of the education com-
munity. As it is structured around a classroom environment with the same 
schedules, similar materials for all students, similar content, similar evalu-
ations, and so on, it is logical to think that the groups of students tend to be-
have with uniformity with regard to the rest of their peers (Gil et al., 2013). 
The same happens with all children. Likewise, the inaction of the education 
community when faced with such events is often somewhat unconscious. In 
many cases, no-one knows what is impregnated in students’ consciences. 
In these cases, teacher training is aimed in one direction, while the road 
map marked out by the administration goes in another. Recent studies have 
shown that even in the very early stages of schooling, obedience to authority 
is a value within schools (Kawashima & Martins, 2015).

Obedience to an absolute rationalism defended by modernity generates 
the claim to admit the existence of a homogeneous society. Moreover, reason 
is imposed through universalization in that society, with the transmission 
of objectives and formalized content. What is more, the content is acquired 
with authority and transmitted vertically from teacher to student. As a re-
sult, students passively acquire it because the content does not allow for 
contradiction. The process of learned compliance enables contemporary stu-
dents to assume the methodology of modernity which prevails in schools. 
To break this cycle of the transmission of conformity, it is necessary to in-
volve the students in the processes which are part of their education. This 
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destroys the traditional roles imposed by the unidirectional transmission 
of content and the school opens up to the democratic demands of our soci-
ety. Although the implicit messages of relations of authority and obedience 
are anchored in modernity, they are transmitted and learned with a certain 
coherence thanks to contaminated vicarious learning and contaminated vi-
carious teaching, which allows students to assume these contradictory dis-
courses. Our proposal is that advocated by resistance theorists: that schools 
should adopt an active role in transmitting a new democratic culture, rather 
than transmitting the nineteenth-century elements servicing the market 
(Giroux, 2012). In other words, stop teaching conformity and promote trans-
forming aspirations and critical spirit.

From a critical perspective, the ruling class ensures hegemony in schools. 
The objective is for the students to become dominated individuals who repre-
sent educational practices based on social authority and the unequal power 
and privilege relations of the education-government structure. Furthermore, 
this is part of an administrative bureaucracy which forces students to obey 
and adopt the prevailing ideology (McLaren, 2015). In this way, progress is 
limited to economic macro figures and indicators, which translate into an 
improvement in the quality of people’s lives but perpetuate a relationship of 
inequality among citizens. This is the main symptom of the low democratic 
quality of Western countries and of what Fromm warned against: progress 
and welfare are not given by third parties but taken and protected by all 
those who benefit from them. Sometimes teachers become technicians in 
the service of the system. That is, they are uncritical, indolent, and unable 
to transmit anything other than the official curriculum, and of course, with-
out a hint of enthusiasm for fostering critical thinking in their students. The 
education system imposes the curricula and controls the subjects taught, 
finding justification in pupil immaturity, while paradoxically, ensuring they 
remain immature by ensuring a lack of freedom and responsibility (Darling, 
1992). This imposition demonstrates a relationship of inequality in which 
each protagonist is placed in an antagonistic place, that is dominant and 
dominated, and teaches them to assume this role throughout their lives. 
Previously we have referred to this as “learnt conformity”, rather than one 
that is acquired by the infant in a natural way. Within this process of im-
plicit imposition, vicarious learning becomes contaminated by the relations 
of authority and obedience established in the classroom, and which con-
tinue to exist in contemporary western society, as Fromm pointed out. Em-
powering and critical dialogues will enable teachers to create a pedagogical 
repertoire that allows for critical reflection, the autonomous construction of 
their teaching function and the opportunity to invite students to participate 
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in the lived experiences of growth and learning, rather than having to serve 
the establishment (Aloni, 2013). We may conclude that the school structure 
conditions obedience. In addition, teachers are comfortable having submis-
sive and obedient pupils, as this facilitates and simplifies the mechanical 
work of the classroom. However, some studies have shown that author-
ity in the classroom is not a  guarantee of better learning. What is more, 
there is evidence that students seem happier and more committed when 
given a certain amount of freedom and democracy in the classroom than 
those who view the teachers’ authority as vertical and absolute (Lakshman 
& Schubert, 2015). This perspective offers us the key to understanding that 
a hierarchical society model is transmitted through the hidden curriculum. 
Resistance Theory appeals to teachers and students to strive to break this 
reproductive cycle that sustains one of the most contradictory discourses 
between the aspirations of the school and Western democratic reality: inte-
gration in a class society. This opens the door to a more inclusive and demo-
cratic education. According to Giroux (1983), students’ failures are the fail-
ures of society, never of the students themselves. Society molds the school 
turning it into the main stage of social and cultural reproduction. There-
fore, it is logical that the school assumes the responsibility of leaving out 
of this scenario all those who, because of their race, sex or socioeconomic 
origin, cannot adapt to the requirements. The prevailing school model in the 
21st century is obsolete, and the neoliberal agendas promote a commodified 
economic school, which is at the service of capital. Moreover, the market 
reigns with its law and imposes on education its rationing, hierarchies and 
mechanisms of competition in schools. As a result, it creates business-like 
schools with subjected teachers and obedient students (Connell, 2013). In 
addition, there is no room for criticism, reflection or an alternative to the 
proposed model. Critical teachers have to understand the true discourse of 
the school in order to break this cycle. Nevertheless, nowadays teachers no 
longer master the language capitalism uses to achieve reproduction through 
the school (Sleeter, 2008), and are limited to assuming the ways and cus-
toms of other older teachers, stagnating the school culture (Bolívar, 1996). 
Moreover, they turn teachers into part of the reproductive machinery. To 
reverse this situation, the precursor initiatives for change cannot come from 
outside the education community, but they must be the ones who initiate 
a response (Marcelo & Estebaranz, 1999). As we have already pointed out, 
in order to achieve this, university education must provide teachers with the 
necessary tools to understand the latent hidden mechanisms in the school 
and produce, in turn, a response which guarantees that democratic ideals 
and social demands will be included in the new school discourse. Despite 
the difficulty of proposing a  critical pedagogy in the classroom, teachers 
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must present knowledge in a problematic way, in such a way that students 
seek to collectively investigate social change (Collinson, 2012; Damianidou 
& Phtiaka, 2016; Rogers, 2007). A teacher trained in critical pedagogy will 
have the tools to break the circle which connects the school of modernity 
with postmodern society through learned conformity. This process involves 
rethinking the figure of the teacher in the classroom. In a more horizontal 
and democratic society, teachers have to abandon their authoritarian role. 
They have all the valid knowledge of the classroom and they will guide stu-
dent learning, promoting a critical spirit with regard the acquisition of ways 
and customs which are socially contaminated.

At this point, a new debate on teacher training should begin, and in turn, 
focus on what elements of cultural reproduction should be present through-
out this training. Without straying from the main topic, but being aware 
of its importance, we must point out that teacher training is one of the 
fundamental elements in critical discourse, since teaching in school is part 
of the general discourse of the Theory of Resistance. Knowledge and social 
responsibility must be introduced into future teacher training. It must be 
training which educates and enlightens teachers, turning them into critical 
individuals capable of transmitting that same critical capacity to their stu-
dents. However, it is difficult to train teachers to transform society in only 
a few years of initial training (Pittard, 2015). In the new school of the future, 
a space must be reserved for people’s integral education. Teachers, families 
and students must develop critical awareness and fight for change, freedom 
and autonomy, without waiting for the hegemonic elites who control the 
school to do so, because as Paulo Freire points out (2014), that would be na-
ive. The school has to remodel its structure in order to generate a coherent 
discourse and teaching has to be aimed at promoting a critical spirit in stu-
dents. Likewise, the transmission of a democratic culture does not fit into 
the rigidity of current school structures, meaning that we cannot educate 
for democracy in a vertical school which recognizes the class system and 
empowers it through meritocracy. A pessimistic view is that the school, con-
ceived of as a political instrument of the ruling classes, finds itself caught 
between two competing agendas which it will not be able to get rid of without 
ending up following one or the other: “So much the better for the public; so 
much the worse for its schools” (Johnston, 2012, p. 121).

There is much more thinking to be done here. We share hope in trying to 
think about education and education relations between teachers and stu-
dents in terms of collaborative, understood and criticized work. Therefore, 
we recognize the different points of view, the disagreements and the attempt 
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to solve them, and even the agreement to differ (Beckett, 2013). Education in 
and for freedom and the exercise of democracy are at the same time the fore-
runner of and hope for change in the constant pursuit of a just and diverse 
community (Fielding, 2012). The values ​​of democratic education must be 
cultivated and protected in order to maintain societies where respect for hu-
man rights prevails over the various potential ideologies. Educating children 
does not mean seeing them as passive objects to be manipulated education-
ally, but as subjects with basic freedoms that must be cultivated so they can 
become fully autonomous (Giesinger, 2010). It is important to prepare them 
for life, with a strong education in the values and virtues important for life 
and human development (Curren & Kotzee, 2014; Sanderse et al., 2015). 
Education has to value the characteristics which define these societies, and 
to ensure the active and participative inclusions of each new subject in so-
cial life. Although research linking inequality with social class and educa-
tion is unpromising (Lynch, 2015; Marsh, 2011; Rumberger, 2010), criti-
cal pedagogy and education professionals must advocate an open, reflexive 
pedagogy, and an education aimed at reducing egocentrism, self-knowledge, 
self-criticism and rectification, personal maturity that is evolutionary and 
helps us cultivate our own thinking (Herrán, 2014). It should be emanci-
pating and liberating, a poetic education, in the aesthetic, moral and intel-
lectual sense (Hassen, 2004). If students become aware of the processes of 
social reproduction occurring around them and act accordingly. In this way, 
future citizens will shape their own value system (which should not conflict 
with that of others), and let their environment influence them. It is impor-
tant to be aware not only of the dangers involved in obedience, but also of 
the benefits which arise from freedom.
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Abstract: In this article, the authors respond to emerging articulations of the work of 
a pedagogist or pedagogical facilitator in early childhood education in Canada. This 
article is grounded in two intentions: we (1) share the tentative pedagogical conver-
sations that we have as pedagogists who centre particular concerns, interests, and 
accountabilities; and we (2) launch our conversation from our desire to re-imagine 
how everyday pedagogies shape children’s experiences with spiritual knowings and 
children’s relations with fat. Sharing a narration from a pedagogical inquiry research 
project, we each offer a familiar developmental reading of the moment, gesture to-
ward a partial re-engagement grounded in post-developmental pedagogies, and then 
weave our thinking with spirituality and fat together to complexify our propositions. 
We intentionally refuse to define the work of a pedagogist in a universalizable or 
technical manner. Instead, we argue that putting our pedagogist work into conver-
sation draws our practices into uneasy, difficult, often contradictory relations and 
makes visible some potential futures (and their exclusions) we enact as we work to 
answer to the complex education spaces we inherit and re-create with educators and 
children. 

Keywords: pedagogist, post-developmental pedagogies, children’s spirituality, child-
hood obesity.

Amid an intensifying push, in the field and post-secondary profession-
al training programs, toward deepening the pedagogical character of early 
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childhood education (ECE) in Canada, early years programs are increasingly 
creating opportunities for educators to connect with “pedagogists”, “pedago-
gistas” or “pedagogical facilitators” to support their everyday practice. Who 
pedagogists are, what pedagogists do, and how the work of a  pedagogist 
unfolds is a local (Ainsworth, 2016; Atkinson & Biegun, 2017; Kummen & 
Hodgins, 2019; Nxumalo, 2014; Pacini-Ketchabaw & Hodgins, 2017; Pence 
& Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2006; Vintimilla, 2018) and often controversial ques-
tion. As evidenced by the multiple responsibilities, educational paradigms, 
and practices that pedagogist roles are justified through in various pro-
grams and municipalities (from quality assurance to promoting emergent 
curriculum through developing locally-responsive pedagogies), the actions 
of a pedagogist are never inseparable from the dominant political and onto-
logical climate pedagogists confront in education spaces. That is, the work of 
a pedagogist is entangled with how the situated contours of ongoing settler 
colonialism, neoliberal educational imperatives, environmental precarities, 
systemic inequities and injustices, and privileged and silenced knowledges 
of childhood, learning, curriculum, pedagogy, relationality, and land shape 
local possibilities for pedagogical collaborations. 

Concurrently, the emerging role of a pedagogist in a Canadian context is 
indebted to the continuing Reggio Emilia education project in Italy (Nxuma-
lo, Vintimilla & Nelson, 2018; Pacini-Ketchabaw, Nxumalo, Kocher, Elliot & 
Sanchez, 2015; Vintimilla, 2018). In Reggio Emilia (a place and a paradigm) 
the value, work, and training of a  pedagogista is articulated in response 
to local politics, inheritances, and precarities. The role of a pedagogist in 
Canada is, then, also a question of how we might mobilize, in this place, 
these borrowed, displaced, and extracted practices of what it means to do 
pedagogical work. This means that pedagogists must answer to the unequal 
worlds that children, families, communities, and educators inherit while si-
multaneously crafting and re-crafting the practices, relations, and account-
abilities that shape the role of a pedagogist as one of creating pedagogies 
that answer to the situated politics and precarities of this place. 

We are pedagogists who locate our collaborations with early childhood 
educators in Ontario and British Columbia at this doubled, entangled re-
sponsibility: we work to answer to multiple histories, inheritances, lives, 
and precarities while constantly putting at risk the practices, knowledges, 
and relations that we work toward responding to our times with. Our inten-
tion in this article is two-fold. We want to (1) put into public the imperfect 
interdisciplinary pedagogical conversations that we have as pedagogists who 
centre particular concerns, interests, and accountabilities. In the body of 
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the article, we (2) hinge our conversation upon our discomfort with (and 
desire to re-imagine) how developmental perspectives in dominant ECE in 
Canada shape children’s experiences that inform our respective research: 
children’s spiritual knowings for Meagan and for Nicole, children’s relations 
with fat. Arguing that engagements with spirituality and fat are highly regu-
lated, we propose that different possibilities for attuning to spiritual under-
standings of the more-than-human world and to childhood obesity become 
possible when we trace how our situated connections with spirituality and 
fat layer upon, diverge from, and complexify one another.

In this article we share a moment - a narration from a pedagogical inquiry 
Meagan is contributing to - that animates one of our many pedagogical con-
versations. This narration is one example of how we bring the work of our 
various roles to each other and is part of a larger SSHRC-funded project in 
which Meagan engages with educators and children in a child care centre 
on a weekly basis. The children and educators from a toddler classroom and 
a preschool classroom embark on weekly walks to a  local cemetery along 
with Meagan and other researchers who participate in this action-research 
in the role of a  pedagogist. Our pedagogical conversations are often and 
varied, but this particular moment is one that we have spent much time 
thinking with and we offer it here as one example of how we put our work 
into conversation. We each offer a mainstream developmental reading of the 
moment, gesture toward a tentative re-engagement grounded in post-devel-
opmental pedagogies, and then weave our thinking with spirituality and fat 
together to complexify, trouble, and put at risk our propositions. The back 
and forth nature of our reading of this moment is deliberate and puts into 
practice Stenger’s (2018) concept of relaying, in which the passing of ideas 
back and forth does not refute, but rather always adds and complexifies. 
Putting our work into conversation is, we contend, a necessary practice for 
our work as pedagogists as we endeavour to answer to the complex educa-
tion spaces we inherit and re-create with educators and children. Pedagogi-
cal conversations pull our theorizing and practices into uneasy, difficult, of-
ten contradictory relations that help to make visible some edges, exclusions, 
and potential futures we enact. To begin, we offer our tentative approach to 
being pedagogists. 

Responding to Situated and Urgent Inheritances  
as a Pedagogist

It is with caution that we offer our understanding of what it means to be 
a pedagogist. We want to keep open the question of what responding, as 
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a pedagogist, to the specificities of the Canadian ECE context that we inherit 
and work within might demand. We have become pedagogical co-conspira-
tors for multiple reasons: we share methodological and theoretical commit-
ments to unsettling hegemonic developmental discourses in settler colonial 
Canada; our projects contribute to wider research-practice collectives (e.g., 
Early Childhood Pedagogies Collaboratory and Climate Action Childhood Net-
work) where we are encouraged to constantly think together; we work col-
laboratively, as part of a  larger team, to support community-based peda-
gogists in a  province-wide professional learning initiative in Ontario (the 
Provincial Centre of Excellence for Early Years and Child Care); and as doc-
toral students and early career researchers working in Ontario and British 
Columbia, we have woven our scholarly activities together as we have grown 
our research programs, such that we have exchanged so many drafts, theo-
ries, tensions, and stories that disentangling our work seems impossible. 
These activities are, for us, entangled: our pedagogical work across multiple 
projects and collaborations is always woven with our research, practice, 
and curriculum-making. While we resist offering a singular, universalized 
way of embodying this role, we do want to make clear that the conversations 
we share are of a certain mode and meaning. For us, being pedagogists is 
grounded in a heart-filled trust (an idea we borrow from our colleague, Dr. 
Cristina D. Vintimilla, who reminds us that pedagogists’ labour is always 
“heart work”) we place in our collaboration. We conceptualize our pedago-
gist relationship as more than an acknowledgement that our work has put 
us in relation with each other; we consider it an achievement that always 
carries the risk of failure (Stengers, 2018). In our pedagogical relations we 
ask each other strange questions (Stengers, 2018) - questions that do not 
lend themselves to easy answers and often rip open ideas that we have held 
dear in our research and our work with children and educators. Although 
our pedagogical conversations are generative, they are rarely easy. They re-
quire we have a specific form of trust, one that is based on a feminist ethic in 
which we refuse to compete with each other as neoliberal academic spaces 
often ask us to. We offer each other immanent critique (Stengers, 2008) as 
we acknowledge that our critical questions become generative parts of our 
conversational assemblages. We do not perpetuate critique that seeks to 
break down or falsify the ideas we offer each other. 

Echoing our colleagues Nxumalo, Vintimilla, and Nelson (2018), we feel 
uneasy about “the currency and privilege that...the job title that we have 
each gone by for several years, pedagogista, carr[ies]...our grapplings stem 
from what at times feels like an all-too-smooth assimilation as ‘best practice’ 
of pedagogies and curriculum developed within very particular understand-
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ings in their original context in Italy” (p. 2). Our pedagogist mentors - Dr. 
Veronica Pacini-Ketchabaw, Dr. B. Denise Hodgins, and Dr. Cristina D. Vin-
timilla - have taught us that pedagogical collaborations are pedagogical in 
their difficulty. To create possibilities for doing pedagogy beyond neoliberal 
logics requires that we notice, and become suspicious when, our practices 
become habitual, transferrable, or exceptionalized. Learning from Indige-
nous scholars who refuse and reconfigure the Euro-Western foundations 
of pedagogy and curriculum (Todd, 2016; Tuck & Gaztambide-Fernandez, 
2013; Tuhiwai Smith, Tuck & Yang, 2019), we take seriously that our work 
as pedagogists is never removed from the violent histories of education proj-
ects in Canada and that thinking about pedagogy as white settlers is never 
inherently redemptive, innocent, just, nor equitable (Tuck & Yang, 2012). 
To reify the role of a pedagogist in Canada as a universalizable or desirable 
position for “improving” education is to once again participate in neoliberal 
education projects. In our work, we are inspired by Nxumalo’s (with Vinti-
milla & Nelson, 2018) contention that 

taking seriously the settler colonial and anti-Black foundations of ed-
ucation in North America, means that the work of the pedagogista in 
supporting early childhood educators in their pedagogical and cur-
ricular encounters needs to include finding ways to respond to these 
emplaced violences from a speculative imaginary that recognizes yet 
is not defined by erasure, displacement and dehumanization. (p. 16)

We understand our role as pedagogists as negotiating this layered practice 
of, as Nxumalo contends, recognizing but not being defined by the complex, 
often violent, everyday worlds we must respond to through our pedagogical 
work with educators. Our work as pedagogists never rests with critical anal-
ysis and also never ignores the urgent need for critical engagements with 
contemporary and historical inequities. Consistent with articulations of 
pedagogist accountabilities offered by Atkinson and Biegun (2017), Hodgins 
(2015), and Pacini-Ketchabaw et al., (2015), we anchor our practice in the 
non-innocent, non-redemptive situated ethical and political intentions, con-
victions, and response-abilities (Haraway, 2016) we carry as pedagogists 
within neoliberal and colonial ECE spaces in Canada. 

Staking (or, Beginning to Notice) our Pedagogist 
Intentions and Accountabilities

There are practices we hold as fundamental to our role as pedagogists in 
ECE in Canada: fostering ongoing collaborative pedagogical conversations 
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with educators (Atkinson & Biegun, 2017; Hodgins, 2014; Pacini-Ketcha-
baw, Kind & Kocher, 2016); participating in pedagogical collectives that see 
education as a common, public sphere (Hodgins, Atkinson & Wanamaker, 
2017; Berger, 2015; Vintimilla, 2018); noticing how we are implicated in, 
shaped by, and accountable to everyday pedagogical relations (Land & Dan-
is, 2016; Moss, 2019; Nxumalo, Vintimilla & Nelson, 2018); attending and 
responding to multiple lives and precarities by understanding education as 
more than only a human concern (Haro Woods et al., 2018; Nxumalo, 2017; 
Taylor, 2017); deepening the pedagogical character of everyday ECE practic-
es through approaches to documentation and dialogue that emphasize the 
complexity and politicality of these practices (Hodgins, Thompson & Kum-
men, 2017; Pacini-Ketchabaw et al., 2015); and crafting tentative, respon-
sive, locally-relevant pedagogies with children, educators, and lively worlds 
(Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2015; Wapenaar & DeSchutter, 2018; Yazbeck 
& Danis, 2015). We also attend to our situated, personal answerabilities as 
pedagogists: what might Meagan (a  pedagogist with a  particular history, 
concerns, and relations) need to answer to in pedagogical collaborations? 
How might Nicole (as a different pedagogist with a different history, con-
cerns, and relations) be implicated differently in pedagogical commons? Our 
responses to these questions are, of course, mobile and constantly reform-
ing. However, we take seriously that as specific bodies in specific places in 
specific entanglements, our work as pedagogists might hold shared orienta-
tions but will never be entirely coincident. Our own pedagogist work, though 
marked by different places and response-abilities, is acutely entangled with 
each other’s pedagogist work. How, then, might we begin to notice our em-
placed answerabilities as pedagogists who are in constant conversation?

As we think with the dominant knowledge politics we inherit in Euro-
Western education, where some ways of knowing are hierarchically empha-
sized (for example: school readiness, self-regulation, literacy and numeracy; 
Salazar Pérez & Cahill, 2016) over others (Indigenous cosmologies, bodied 
knowledges, more-than-human relations), we feel strongly that as pedago-
gists we must refute or complexify these taken-for-granted epistemic struc-
tures. We see our work as a feminist citational practice (Ahmed, 2013, 2017; 
Tuck, Yang & Gaztambide-Fernández, 2015): we are accountable to the 
knowledges we centre and silence, and to the histories, inheritances, lives, 
and worldviews that we presence and erase in our pedagogist work. Accord-
ingly, we each locate our scholarship at unique intersections of education 
and early childhood studies, an interdisciplinary field. Meagan’s pedagogi-
cal inquiry research investigates children’s  spirituality and Nicole’s  work 
complexifies childhood obesity. These are both concerns that intersect dif-
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ferent academic disciplines (spirituality: religious studies, pagan studies, 
holistic learning; obesity: physiology, critical obesity studies, critical health 
education). We approach these concerns with shared theoretical loyalties, 
including feminist new materialisms (Barad, 2007), feminist science studies 
(Haraway, 2016; Stengers, 2008) and common worlds perspectives1 (Tay-
lor & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2018). Exploring possibilities toward post-develop-
mental pedagogies (Blaise, 2014) is a core ethical and political intention for 
us, as we work to respond to the normalizing interpretive clout held by de-
velopmental approaches to understanding children’s learning in ECE (Bur-
man, 2008; Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2013; Pacini-Ketchabaw et al., 2015). 
We are learning that we must activate the theoretical approaches we have 
in common in very different ways to respond to the specificities of thinking 
with spiritual knowings and with fat. Our shared unease with how domi-
nant conceptions of spirituality and obesity shape children’s relations with 
spiritual knowings and fat in particular human-centered and developmental 
ways (spirituality: Lideman & Aarnio, 2007; Matheijsn, 2010; Zittoun & Cer-
chia, 2013; obesity: Elliott, 2016; Evans, 2010; Evans & Colls, 2011; Ward, 
2016) partially informs what it is we want to answer to as pedagogists. 

This article is one thread of our work toward articulating why it matters 
that we collaborate as pedagogists (and as researchers) within the specific 
Canadian ECE contexts we work. Borrowing inspiration from the interdisci-
plinary ethics enacted by Haraway (2016) and Stengers (2008; Tola, 2016), 
wherein generating knowledge is a practice of risk, accountability, and re-
sponse-ability, we argue that intentionally immersing our work in uneasy 
dialogue can expand our methods for attuning to children’s relations with 
spirituality and fat. Our overarching intention is to make visible the uncer-
tain, tense, and generous work of following how we might ‘do’ pedagogist 
dialogues. Thinking with a story of a ‘magic tree’, which Meagan experienced 
and recounted to Nicole, we experiment with how actively entangling our 
projects might work to expand our possibilities for doing spirituality and fat 
otherwise. We offer speculative post-developmental engagements to share 
with one another how we activate some of our shared theoretical loyalties 
differently as we attend to our respective concerns with spirituality and fat. 
Following this, we place our understandings into conversation to trace how 
they might, and might not, respond to our accountabilities as pedagogists.

1	 Scholars and educators who think with a common worlds perspective (please see the 
Common Worlds Research Collective, www.commonworlds.net) work to unsettle Euro-
Western anthropocentric and developmental educational inheritances (Nelson, Pacini-
Ketchabaw & Nxumalo 2018; Nxumalo & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2017) by responding to 
how human lives are entangled with, and accountable to, complex relations with more-
than-human others amid ongoing settler colonialism and ecological precarities. 
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Doing Spirituality and Fat with Pedagogical 
Conversations

A magic tree story

Walking along a busy road on the lands of the Attawandaran, Anisshi-
naabe, Haudenosaunee and Leni-Lunaape peoples in what is currently 
known as London, Ontario, Canada, a group of young children and adults 
head to a  local cemetery. Educators and children have been visiting this 
place, which they have named “The Deer Park”, for a long time. Woodland 
Cemetery has been operating in London since 1830. We share this place 
with various wildlife, such as deer, turkeys, geese, squirrels, and robins. 
The cemetery is vast and has many areas to explore. For the past month, we 
have chosen to stay in a grassy area that is home to mature trees and two 
intriguing drainage grates. 

At first we feel uncomfortable remaining in this space - we feel itchy de-
sires in our bodies to move on, to explore. Educators and researchers resist 
the urge to move on and encourage children to remain in the grassy space 
and notice what this place offers to us. Many children experiment with drop-
ping leaves and pine cones into the drainage gates, hypothesizing about 
crocodiles who live there and feed off these offerings of sticks and cones; 
some children find memorial plaques on stones and tree trunks as adults 
attentively discuss the meanings of these plaques, pushing through our own 
uncomfortableness of discussing death with children. We offer explanations 
such as: “someone is buried here” and “this is a place where people can 
remember people they love once they have died”. A child runs to Meagan as 
she pauses with a group of children at the drainage grate. “People are buried 
here,” she informs the group, as she runs back to explore the plaque. 

Alongside an educator, Anne-Marie, some children begin to explore a large 
beech tree, running their hands against the knotty bark of the tree, moss 
and nut shells. After we return to the centre, Anne-Marie tells Meagan of 
a child, Leonard2, discovering a knot in the tree: Leonard begins to press 
a large piece of bark into the knot and declares that the tree is magic and the 
bark is a magic key that provides entry to the tree. The educator recalls the 
palpable change in the children’s energy, as they run and dance and find 
more magical key holes in the ground. Anne-Marie describes another shift 
in the children, a shift from questioning to one of knowing. The children 

2	  All children’s names are pseudonyms 
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know that the tree is magic; collective meaning making unfolds with the 
tree and bark and children and uneasy relations with death. As Meagan 
and Anne-Marie reflect on this moment, the magic tree feels important; like 
a consequential relationship we have crafted with this place. The magic tree 
also raises many questions: should we ‘correct’ the children and provide 
the scientific explanations for knots in bark? How do conversations about 
‘magic’ connect to the theories on life and death we make visible within the 
cemetery? How might we respond to children’s running and dancing with 
the magic tree? How do we, as researchers and educators, make meaning 
of the magic tree with children – and, how do we collectively unsettle our 
familiar habits for coming to understand with the magic tree? 

Thinking Spirituality and Fat in Conversation  
(with the Magic Tree)

For us, thinking the magic tree, spirituality, and fat requires that we at-
tend to nuanced and multiple (and still imperfect and partial) understand-
ings of the event. As we work to activate post-developmental perspectives in 
our work as pedagogists, we understand that how we do spirituality and fat 
is never an intact, paused, idealized practice. To keep our engagements with 
spirituality and fat lively, relevant, and responsive, we argue that we need to 
continually drag our understandings into uneasy conversations that com-
plexify or call us to revisit how we make spirituality and fat matter with chil-
dren. The limits and borders of our post-developmental doings are made vis-
ible to us in many ways - including, but certainly not limited to, through our 
pedagogical conversations. In the following conversation, we do not work to 
build ‘better’ practices for doing spirituality or fat. Participating in pedagogi-
cal dialogue together is not a “solution” for addressing the situated boundar-
ies of the places, theories, and lives we make choices to centre and silence in 
our work. We do unapologetically want to craft pedagogical relations where 
putting our work into conversation becomes a method for constantly tracing 
how our work does and does not respond to our everyday relations with chil-
dren. Importantly, we recognize that the conversations we share in this arti-
cle are between two female white settler pedagogists with similar ontological 
inheritances, privileges, and worldviews. We acknowledge that in discussing 
magic as a way to reconceptualize relations with humans and more-than-
humans, the scholarship of many Indigenous authors who have graciously 
shared Indigenous ways of relating to the more-than-human world (Hall, 
2008; Kimmerer, 2013 Simpson, 2008; Todd, 2017; Watts, 2013). As white 
settlers, we hold an ethical commitment to not co-opt Indigenous ontoepis-
temologies to further our own scholarship, so while we acknowledge that 



a r t i c l e s

j o u r n a l  o f  p e d a g o g y  2 / 2 0 1 88 8

some parallels may be evident in how we consider spirituality and bodies 
in relation to the more-than-human world, we do name this as decolonizing 
work. Rather, this is about disrupting inherited Euro-Western approaches 
as part of a larger, incredibly complicated project of dismantling Euro-West-
ern hegemonies in current early childhood discourses in Canada. We want 
to show how our approaches to doing spirituality and fat complexify one 
another, how we engage in pedagogical conversations together, and how 
our collaborations are partial and contingent but always oriented toward 
responding to our times.

Meagan: My first shift from developmentalism happens in how I choose 
to define spirituality in my thinking alongside children. I diverge from de-
velopmental theories that situate spiritual development as an intrinsic hu-
man capacity, rooted in biology or physiology or defined by stage theories as 
“change, transformation, growth, or maturation” (Benson, Roehlkepartain & 
Rude, 2003, p. 210). Instead, thinking with Skott-Myhre (2018) I conceptu-
alize a specific spirituality rooted in immanence, collectivist, and minoritar-
ian knowledges. I ground this spirituality in ecological practices to challenge 
the Cartesian divide between human/nature and the anthropocentric privi-
leging of human intellect and rational thought. I consider this spirituality 
as not a religious one, but one that it more analogous with magic, one that 
works with the material world and is considered the life-force of both humans 
and the more-than-human (Mies & Shiva, 2014). I broaden my thinking of 
spirituality through common worlding and new material feminisms, and re-
convene the constituents of our worlds to include non-human life-forms, 
forces and entities (Pacini-Ketchabaw & Kummen, 2016). By broadening 
my definitions of children’s spiritual understandings to include the unseen 
or intangible associated with magical thinking I also wrest children’s  ‘su-
perstitious’ or ‘paranormal’ experiences of the world from developmental 
classifications of imagination and cognitive deficit (Lideman & Aarnio, 2007; 
Mathijesn, 2010; Zittoun & Cerchia, 2013). 

The magic tree, in developmental discourses, quickly loses its magic. The 
magic becomes a trick, a clever mechanism for scaffolding children’s learn-
ing about nature and science. Developmentally, magical thinking is de-
fined as “involving attribution of causal effects on real life events by either 
a thought or action that is physically unconnected to the events” (Bolton, 
Dearsley, Madronal-Luque & Baron-Cohen, 2002, p. 480). Magical thinking 
positioned this way clearly delineates what is True or Real as the tangible 
and physical, that which is able to be objectively measured, and thus the 
only knowledge deemed legitimate is that which is ‘rational’. This privileging 



j o u r n a l  o f  p e d a g o g y  2 / 2 0 1 8

Doing pedagogical conversations (with spirituality and fat) as pedagogists...

8 9

of verifiable ‘rational’ scientific thought has been instrumental in silencing 
voices from other thought collectives (Stengers, 2018) specifically those of 
women and Indigenous peoples (Skott-Myhre, 2018). Developmentalists see 
benefit in magical thinking as long as it remains situated in the appropri-
ate stages of sequential child development, the younger the child the more 
acceptable it is for them to engage in magical thinking, but as the child 
progresses, magical thinking should give way to logical thinking, or else it 
becomes problematic (Bolton, Dearsley, Madronal-Luque & Baron-Cohen, 
2002; Mathijesn, 2010). Reversely, developmentalists also positively asso-
ciate magical thinking with imagination (Zittoun & Cerchia, 2013) which 
makes magic developmentally advantageous in positive correlations to cog-
nitive development and academic success (Smith & Mathur, 2009). 

 
Nicole: Dominant Euro-Western frameworks for understanding childhood 

obesity adopt a medicalized and developmental approach. Critical obesity 
scholars including Guthman (2013) and Rich (2010) detail how this devel-
opmental framing allows for excess body fat to be marked as an unhealthy 
pathology because of the present and future risks of inhabiting a body that 
does not meet normative age, race, and gender-based bioscientific markers 
for health. As Elliott (2016) and Evans and Colls (Evans 2010; Evans & Colls, 
2011) make visible, these approaches to doing childhood obesity invest in 
developmental trajectories that decisively assert that fat children become fat 
adults. This understanding of obesity positions fat as readily quantifiable 
and knowable, human-centered, necessitating tracking and intervention, 
and roots fat within social discourses that stigmatize and moralize against 
fat bodies (Beausoleil & Ward, 2010; Rice, 2016; Rich, 2011). Narratives of 
normative, fit, and healthy childhood development facilitate the creation of 
fat phobic and fat mitigating ECE curriculum, which reminds children and 
educators that it is their personal responsibility to become healthy adults 
through carefully controlled practices of healthy eating and exercise. 

Adopting a developmental childhood obesity lens, the magic tree matters 
because it draws children outside and into movement. The magic tree is 
a resource that I might deploy to encourage children to run, jump, and climb 
as they reach their recommended 180 minutes of daily physical activity. 
With children, I might hope we can investigate where more magic key holes 
are, carrying the magic as a motivator for us to move our bodies across the 
grassy terrain of the cemetery. I may capture the curiosities the magic tree 
invites, encouraging children to keep letting the energy the tree shares move 
their bodies quickly as we run around the space and raise our heart rates 
into a ‘healthy’ activity range. 
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Meagan: Feminist new materialisms and common worlds allows me to 
think beyond the allegiance to rational thought offered by developmental 
psychology to break from the binaries that western ontologies use to sep-
arate mind/body, nature/culture, spirituality/rationalism. This involves 
a recognition that being in the world allows us to have knowledge always 
produced and reproduced by engaging with the material world (Taylor & 
Ivinson, 2013). Children’s bodies intra-act (Barad, 2007) with tree bodies 
and in this intra-active assemblage tree/children/educators/spaces/magic 
become agentic, not in ways in which one element causes or precedes the 
other but as multiple and emerging in consistently different ways as they 
intermingle (Barad, 2007). To see beyond the singular and universal devel-
opmental understandings of the magic tree moment, I must slow down and 
pay close attention (Starhawk, 2004; Tsing, 2015) to how the tree, children, 
adults, and other more-than-human actors mutually shape this particular 
assemblage. I ask ‘what do trees do?’ ‘what do children do?’ and most impor-
tantly ‘what do trees and children do?’ This act of slowing down itself resists 
progressive neoliberal logics that are deeply embedded in early childhood 
practices; logics that push educators to move children through sequential 
stage theories towards becoming a rational adult who participates in society 
in acceptable and preferred ways (Burman, 2008; Swadner, 2010). 

Thinking post-developmentally, I think with magic. And name magic de-
liberately knowing it is a word that makes uncomfortable and disrupts sci-
entific rationality (Starhawk, 1982). I choose define magic, not as fictional 
imaginings, but as relations with natural materials that foster new ways of 
relating to natural entities (Schutten & Rogers, 2011). By taking seriously 
children’s spiritual connections to this magic tree, the child/tree intra-ac-
tion becomes a place of meaning-making, one that challenges the individual 
agency of children, and instead calls attention to the collective construc-
tion of meaning (Lenz Taguchi, 2010) and forefronts more-than-human as-
semblages (Pacini-Ketchabaw, Taylor, & Blaise, 2016; Pacini-Ketchabaw, 
Khattar & Montpetit, forthcoming). Thinking with (Rautio, 2017) magic fore-
grounds the historical, cultural, and political governance of spirituality, and 
by taking magic seriously I begin to see the multiple stories that take place 
simultaneously in this intra-action as a site for possible disruption of neo-
liberal developmental discourses of individualism and anthropocentrism. 
Here, stories of androcentric erasure of spiritual feminist knowledges (Skott-
Myhre, 2018; Starhawk,1982) grapple and speak with taxonomic classifica-
tions of dendrology to challenge the taken-for-granted ways that develop-
mental psychology silenced some and made others norm. 
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Nicole: My understanding of obesity responds to dominant childhood obe-
sity discourses by foregrounding children’s relationships with fat(s) as an 
ongoing activity, rather than a biological axiom governed by developmental 
logic. This call to ‘do’ fat(s) is grounded in post-developmental approach-
es to ECE, such as those articulated by scholars including Blaise (2013; 
2014), Lenz Taguchi (2011) and Rautio and Jokinen (Rautio, 2013; Rautio 
& Jokinen, 2015). Rather than foregrounding pre-articulated developmental 
curriculum frameworks, these scholars attend to how lively and situated 
relationships, responsibilities, politics, and tensions animate our learning 
encounters (Nxumalo, 2017). I am interested in doing pedagogy as a recip-
rocal, ongoing, complex process (Iorio, Hamm, Parnell & Quintero, 2017; 
Pacini-Ketchabaw, Kind & Kocher, 2016). I argue that a post-developmental 
understanding of childhood obesity might take seriously how we do obesity 
with children – that is, how we craft, respond to, and silence different re-
lationships with fat in everyday moments. This situates fat as an ethical, 
political, and pedagogical activity, where educators, children, place, and fat 
cells are in constant conversation with dominant discourses of childhood 
obesity, and we need to be accountable to the relations with fat that we en-
act and silence with children. 

With the magic tree, a post-developmental ethic of doing childhood obesity 
refuses any easy translation of pre-set physical activity promotion activities 
into this moment and instead attunes to how the questions, connections, 
and pedagogies we make possible shape how children might craft different 
situated relationships with fat. If I try to harness the energy the tree makes 
with children toward meeting a physical activity requirement, how can I be 
accountable to the moving, relationships, and connections that I prohibit? 
What happens if I understand moments of children running their fingers 
along the bark of the tree while their subcutaneous fat cushions their finger 
bones as moments of exploring this cemetery place with fat? When child-
hood obesity rhetoric constantly shouts morbidity and mortality statistics, 
what kinds of relationships with fat might we make with a place already 
storied with nuanced narratives of living and dying? How can I be account-
able to the fats that I make possible here, in this place, with this magic tree, 
with children? 

Meagan: Going back to my understanding of spirituality, one that I couple 
with magic, I  think about how Dahlberg and Moss (2005) name meaning 
making as an inherently political act. I can link the silencing of magic back 
to modernist aims of making the Other into the same (Skott-Myhre, 2018; 
Starhawk, 1982) and through this I can think about whose voices have been 
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silenced in the erasure of collective spirituality, specifically Indigenous and 
women’s voices. But where I am grappling, is what does centring magic do 
now? What other possible ways of knowing may also be validated by taking 
magic seriously. I want to be clear: I am not advocating that everyone should 
believe in magic (Stengers, 2018) or begin to incorporate immanent feminist 
spirituality in their pedagogical practice. What I am concerned with is how 
dominant ideas of science and rationality define certain ways of knowing 
as dispensable (Stengers, 2018). I wonder how I can let magic flourish and 
resist urges to use magic as a technology to reproduce dominant neoliberal 
ideologies that are so taken-for-granted in the discourses of quality ECE 
(Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2013). By thinking with magic, I  wonder how 
I might continue to make meaning of pedagogical practices in ways that at-
tend to the lives of the children and educators I collaborate with. 

Nicole: I think that this tension of using vs sitting with magic is really time-
ly – I hear echoes of post-developmental scholars, like Peter Moss (2016), 
who make visible how instrumental pedagogies – here, pedagogies that use 
magic – shape childhoods in line with neoliberal ideas of citizenship and 
success. This feels to me like a type of meaning making that plays a match 
game with magic, trying to find where magic slots into pre-set curriculum 
and then taking those as the ‘valuable’ pieces of magic. I think that’s a re-
ally relevant critique, but what I  think is really interesting when we put 
our work into conversation is how our practices of meaning making with 
magic are rooted in our existing relationships with magic – and, how those 
relationships are entangled with our research and pedagogical intentions. 
I think that there’s something in your work where you carry an intention 
to notice magic; that your work with spirituality means that you work hard 
to attune with magic. I do not know if my commitment to thinking fat out-
side developmental logic already ‘knows’ magic, and I  think that matters. 
It reminds me of Haraway’s (2016) idea about “passing patterns back and 
forth, giving and receiving, patterning, holding the unasked-for pattern in 
one’s hands, response-ability” (p. 12). I can almost think of the idea of no-
ticing how our understandings of magic matter with fats as an unasked for 
pattern that I have to stick with. I would not have thought about how I make 
fat differently with our practices of making magic meaningful, but different 
responses with magic definitely enact different relationships with fat: rela-
tionships with fat that co-opt magic to technical ends, relationships with 
fats that push into tree trunks, relationships with fat that sit quietly shiver-
ing on a chilly morning. I think these all matter. They all have different con-
sequences, and, importantly, they matter with magic, which kind of tugs at 
the importance of putting our different concerns into conversations for me. 
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Meagan: I do actively attune to magic but your discussion of fat and magic 
has me thinking of magic in ways that I have not thought about before, which 
is really important. It is important because even though our pedagogical and 
research focuses are different, we have an obligation to put them into un-
easy conversations. This is at the heart of why we wanted to write this paper. 
When we first starting thinking about writing this, one of the biggest chal-
lenges was finding a way to connect magic and fat. As we have continued to 
think about this and engaged in discussion, I have become less concerned 
with making concrete connections and become more interested in the way 
these transdisciplinary conversations matter. Modernism and neoliberal-
ism, and most definitely settler colonialism, have established a singular way 
of knowing (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2003; Tuck, 2013). I hope that the 
type of transdisciplinary conversation might be a move toward disrupting 
positivist Western ways of knowing that have been so predominant in ECE. 
When we weave together different knowledges we highlight how layered our 
stories and our worlds are. Drawing attention to these layers is important 
and politically significant because it manifests a way to engage in fluid mul-
tiplicity in our pedagogies. By nesting stories or knowledge, I believe we have 
the potential to hear and centre voices that have been previously marginal-
ized through desire for consensus and universality. 

Nicole: This reminds me of a provocation offered by Hamilton, Subrama-
niam, and Willey (2017), who speak about the politics of scientific ways of 
knowing and how these contribute to perpetuating settler colonial ways of 
knowing the world. Hamilton et al. contend that “science is constitutive 
of colonialism. Science is more than simply an instrumental extension of 
colonial power. Science and colonization are co-emergent, co-constituted, 
and co-produced; one cannot understand science without colonialism or 
colonialism without science” (p. 613). This makes me think about what our 
ways of meaning making in ECE are constitutive of, as they speak back to 
traditional knowledge politics: why does it matter that we think about magic 
as a  conversational, transdisciplinary doing that is rooted in both of our 
intentions for research? How does putting magic and fat and spirituality 
into conversation unsettle epistemic divides and help us to weave together 
different knowledges to build differently responsive words and pedagogies? 
I think that this, to me, shares an ethic that feels really timely: this idea that 
we need to constantly put our divergent ideas and focuses into conversation 
in order to create uneasy alliances or conversations, while also refusing to 
reconcile or merge these concerns. 

Meagan: This brings me to an uncomfortable question: what are the limi-
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tations or the questions our work as pedagogists can’t answer? We have 
talked about how post-developmental theorizing challenges some taken-for-
granted neoliberal and colonial assumptions and I hope by offering these 
divergent ways of thinking about moments with children, educators, and 
the more-than-human we are leaving room for other ways of knowing to en-
ter into dialogue with pedagogical practices. But I am hesitant to conclude 
that they will. We discussed in the beginning of this paper the specificities 
of the Canadian context we work in and although I think our relations with 
magic and fat might open up different conversations that may respond to 
some of the specificities, there are very real, tangible aspects of the lives of 
Indigenous and historically and continually marginalized Canadians that 
this work does not answer. For me this acknowledgement is very impor-
tant. Pretending that the work we do can answer all the questions or fix 
through pedagogy (let alone the lives of humans and more-than-humans in 
this place) feels like a slip back into offering master narratives. 

Pedagogical Conversations and Connections

We approach this conclusion with a specific uneasiness and borrow from 
Pignarre and Stengers (2011) a resistance to conclude. Like Pignarre and 
Stengers (2011) we have not answered, nor attempted to answer any of the 
burning questions that surround how and why pedagogists might practice 
in certain ways. Instead we have offered our imperfect method as we try to 
avoid comfortable alliances and resist any imperative to make developmen-
talism and spirituality and obesity work together to create universalised 
understandings of children and childhood. Our decision to write this article 
was born of months of pedagogical conversations, consuming and genera-
tive for both of us, but also haunted by simultaneous desires to make vis-
ible our shared thinking and to hold close something that has become very 
dear to us. We have purposefully avoided defining what a pedagogist is in 
a transferrable or technical sense and instead have activated what pedagogi-
cal conversations generate and ask of us in our pedagogist roles. Our un-
ease with this is multiplicitous. We need to be explicit that in our advocacy 
for situated, localized ways of doing pedagogy, we do not adopt a relativis-
tic, anything goes stance. We make decisions and specifically think beyond 
developmental psychology, knowing that no decision is ever innocent and 
that what we choose to do and not do matters to the futures we contribute 
to (Stengers, 2018). We also worry that our desire to make visible how we 
think and work together may be interpreted as call for others to engage in 
pedagogical work in precisely the way we do. This is resolutely not our in-
tention. With this paper we hope to create spaces to enact and invite varied 
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and situated pedagogies that respond to local contexts, where pedagogies of 
fats and pedagogies of magic may be taken seriously. Instead of ending with 
a summation of this ‘heart work’ we offer an invitation to think with this 
article beyond reflexivity and critique and instead with an “ecology of partial 
connections” (Stengers, 2018, p. 127) that requires a way of learning from 
others that acknowledges that we are transformed by others and indebted 
to one other. We believe that the value of our, and any pedagogical work, 
is in its responsiveness to the local worlds it labours to answer to. We also 
take seriously that our thinking and conversing sometimes fails to answer to 
some of the questions that we know to be central to the contexts in which we 
live and work. To ‘do’ pedagogical conversations then, requires that we trace 
who we are in dialogue with and that we care for the pedagogical relations 
that trouble and expand how our ongoing conversations answer to situated 
lives, precarities, and inheritances.3 

References

Ahmed, S. (2013). Making feminist points. Feministkilljoys [blog]. Retrieved from 
http://feministkilljoys.com/2013/09/11/making-feminist-points/
Ahmed, S. (2017). Living a feminist life. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Ainsworth, K. (2016). Reimagining practicum in twenty-first century child and youth 
care [unpublished MA project]. Retrieved from http://dspace.library.uvic.ca/bitst-
ream/handle/1828/7493/Ainsworth_Kimberley_MA_2016.pdf?sequence=1&isAllo-
wed=y
Atkinson, K., & Biegun, L. (2017). An uncertain tale: Alternative conceptualizations 
of pedagogical leadership. Journal of Childhood Studies, 42(4), 61-68. 
Barad, K. (2007) Meeting the universe halfway: Quantum physics and the entangle-
ment of matter and meaning. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Barad, K. (2014). Diffracting diffraction: Cutting together-apart. Parallax, 20(3), 168-
187. 
Beausoleil, N., & Ward, P. (2010). Fat panic in Canadian public health policy: Obesi-
ty as different and unhealthy. Radical Psychology, 8(1). Retrieved from http://www.
radicalpsychology.org/vol8-1/fatpanic.html 
Benson, P. L., Roehlkepartain, E. C., & Rude, S. P. (2003). Spiritual development in 
childhood and adolescence: Toward a field of inquiry. Applied Developmental Science, 
7(3), 205-213. 
Berger, I. (2015). Pedagogical narrations and leadership in early childhood education 
as thinking in moments of not knowing. Canadian Children, 40(1), 130–147. 
Blaise, M. (2013). Activating micropolitical practices in the early years: (Re)assemb-
ling bodies and participant observations. In R. Coleman, & J. Ringrose (Eds.), Deleu-

3	 Acknowledgements
	 This research was supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

of Canada.



a r t i c l e s

j o u r n a l  o f  p e d a g o g y  2 / 2 0 1 89 6

ze and research methodologies (pp. 184–200). Edinburgh, UK: Edinburgh University 
Press. 
Blaise, M. (2014) Interfering with gendered development: A timely intervention. Inter-
national Journal of Early Childhood, 46(3), 317–326. 
Bolton, D., Dearsley, P., Madronal-Luque, R., & Baron-Cohen, S. (2002). Magical 
thinking in childhood and adolescence: Development and relation to obsessive com-
pulsion. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 20(4), 479-494. 
Burman, E. (2008). Deconstructing developmental psychology (2nd ed.) [Book-
shelf Online]. CA. Retrieved from https://bookshelf.vitalsource.com/#/
books/9781134157396/
Clark, V., & Nelson, N. (2014). Thinking with paint and water (an interview with Te-
rry Wilson, Deanna Elliott, Diana Foreland, and Teresa Dixon). International Journal 
of Child, Youth and Family Studies, 5((4.2)), 854-864. 
Dahlberg, G., & Moss, P. (2005). Ethics and politics in early childhood education. New 
York: RoutledgeFalmer. 
Dahlberg, G., Moss, P., & Pence, A. (2013). Beyond quality in early childhood educa-
tion and care: Languages of Evaluation (3rd ed). London, UK: Routledge.
Elliott, C. (2016). Find your greatness: Responsibility, policy, and the problem of 
childhood obesity. In J. Ellison, D. McPhail, & W. Mitchinson (Eds.), Obesity in Ca-
nada: Critical perspectives [Google Play eBook version] (pp. chapter 10). Toronto, ON: 
University of Toronto Press. 
Evans, B. (2010). Anticipating fatness: Childhood, affect and the preemptive ‘war on 
obesity’. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 35(1), 21–38. 
Evans, B., & Colls, R. (2011). Doing more good than harm? The absent presence of 
children’s bodies in (anti-)obesity policy. In E. Rich, L.F. Monaghan, & L. Aphramor 
(Eds.), Debating obesity: Critical perspectives (pp. 115–138). New York, NY: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 
Greenwood, M., Leeuw, S. D., & Fraser, T. N. (2007). Aboriginal children and early 
childhood development and education in Canada: Linking the past and the present 
to the future. Canadian Journal of Native Education, 30(1), 5-18. 
Guthman, J. (2013). Fatuous measures: The artifactual construction of the obesity 
epidemic. Critical Public Health, 23(3), 263–273. 
Hall, L. (2008). The environment of Indigenous economies: Honouring the Three Si-
sters and recentering the Haudenosaunee ways of life. In L. Simpson (Ed.), Lighting 
the eighth fire: The liberation, resurgence, and protection of Indigenous nations (pp. 
149-160). Winnipeg: Arbeiter Ring Publishing.
Hamilton, J. A., Subramaniam, B., & Willey, A. (2017). What Indians and Indians 
can teach as about colonization: Feminist science and technology studies, episte-
mological imperialism, and the politics of difference. Feminist Studies, 43(3), 612-
623.
Haraway, D. J. (2004). The promise of monsters: A regenerative politics for inappro-
priate/d others. In D. J. Haraway, The Haraway reader (pp. 63-124). New York: 
Routledge.
Haraway, D. (2016). Staying with the trouble: Making kin in the Chthulucene. Dur-
ham, NC: Duke University Press. 
Haro Woods, Nelson, N., Yazbeck, S., Danis, I., Elliott, D., Wilson, J., & Pickup, A. 



j o u r n a l  o f  p e d a g o g y  2 / 2 0 1 8

Doing pedagogical conversations (with spirituality and fat) as pedagogists...

9 7

(2018). With(in) the forest: (Re)conceptualizing pedagogies of care. Journal of Child-
hood Studies, 43(1), 44-59.
Hodgins, B. D. (2014). Playing with dolls: (Re)storying gendered caring pedagogies. 
International Journal of Child, Youth, and Family Studies, 5(4.2), 782–807.
Hodgins, B.D. (2015). Wandering with waste: Pedagogical wonderings about interge-
nerational ecological justice-to-come. Canadian Children, 40(2), 88–100.
Hodgins, B.D., Atkinson, K., & Wanamaker, L. (2017). (Re)imagining and (re)en-
gaging in relational encounters: Communities of practice for (re)vitalizing pedago-
gies. ECElink, 1(1), 22-34.
Hodgins, B. D., Thompson, D., & Kummen, K. (2017). Weavings, walks and wonde-
rings: Stories of the liveliness of pedagogical narrations. In A. Fleet, C. Patterson, & 
J. Robertson (Eds.), Pedagogical documentation in early years practice: Seeing throu-
gh multiple perspectives (pp. 193-206). London: Sage Publications Ltd.
Iorio, J. M., Hamm, C., Parnell, W., & Quintero, E. (2017). Place, matters of concern, 
and pedagogy: Making impactful connections with our planet. Journal of Early Chi-
ldhood Teacher Education, 38(2), 121–135. 
Kimmerer, R. W. (2013). Braiding sweetgrass: Indigenous wisdom, scientific 
knowledge and the teachings of plants. Minneapolis: Milkweed Editions. 
Kummen, K., & Hodgins, B. D. (2016). Learning collectives with/in sites of practice: 
Beyond traimning and professional delelopment. Journal of Childhood Studies, 44(1), 
111-122. 
Land, N., & Danis, I. (2016). Movement/ing provocations in early childhood educati-
on. Journal of Childhood Studies, 41(3), 26-37.
Lenz Taguchi, H. (2011). Investigating learning, participation and becoming in early 
childhood practices with a relational materialist approach. Global Studies of Child-
hood, 1 (1), 36–50.
Lenz Taguchi, H. (2010). Going beyond the theory/practice divide in early childhood 
education [Bookshelf Online]. Retrieved from Retrieved from https://bookshelf.vital-
source.com/#/books/9781135217853/ 
Lideman, M., & Aarnio, K. (2007). Superstitious, magical, and paranormal beliefs: 
An Integrative model. Journal of Research in Personality, 41(4), 731-744. 
Mathijesn, F. P. (2010). Young people and paranormal experiences: Why are they 
scared? A cognitive pattern. Archive for the Psychology of Religion, 32(3), 345-361. 
Mies, M., & Shiva, V. (2014). Ecofeminism. London: Zed Books Ltd. 
Moss, P. (2019). Alternative narratives in early childhood: An introduction for students 
and practitioners. Abigdon, Oxon: Routledge.
Nelson, N., Pacini-Ketchabaw, V., & Nxumalo, F. (2018). Rethinking nature-based 
approaches in early childhood: Common worlding practices. Journal of Childhood 
Studies 43(1), 4-14. 
Nxumalo, F. (2014). Unsettling encounters with ‘natural’ places in early childhood 
education (doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from University of Victoria D Space. Uni-
versity of Victoria, British Columbia.
Nxumalo, F. (2017). Stories for living on a damaged planet: Environmental education 
in a preschool classroom. Journal of Early Childhood Research, 1–12. 
Nxumalo, F., & Pacini-Ketchabaw, V. (2017). ‘Staying with the trouble’ in child-in-
sect-educator common worlds. Environmental Education Research, 1–13. 



a r t i c l e s

j o u r n a l  o f  p e d a g o g y  2 / 2 0 1 89 8

Nxumalo, F., Vinitimillia, C. D., & Nelson, N. (2018). Pedagogical gatherings in ear-
ly childhood education: Mapping interferences in emergent curriculum. Curriculum 
Inquiry, 1-21. 
Our history. (2018). Retrieved from Woodland Cemetery: http://www.woodlandce-
metery.ca/what-makes-us-special/our-history 
Pacini-Ketchabaw, V., & Hodgins, B.D. (2017). The community early learning and 
child care facilitators pilot project: Year six evaluation report. Retrieved from https://
static1.squarespace.com/static/55ab27f3e4b048cfac1c647a/t/5a0b998671c10b-
2dbd9b4216/1510709649494/CELCCF_Evaluation_2017_8July.pdf
Pacini-Ketchabaw, V., Khattar, R., & Montpetit, M. (forthcoming). Reconfiguring ear-
ly childhood education: Common worlding pedagogies. In S. Jagger (Ed.), Foundati-
ons of early years education: A Canadian perspective. Toronto: Canadian Scholars/
Women’s Press. 
Pacini-Ketchabaw, V., Kind, S., & Kocher, L. (2016). Encounters with materials in 
early childhood education. New York, NY: Routledge. 
Pacini-Ketchabaw, V., & Kummen, K. (2016). Shifting temporal frames in childre-
n’s common worlds in the Anthropocene. Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 
17(4), 431-441. 
Pacini-Ketchabaw, V., Nxumalo, F., Kocher, L., Elliot, E., & Sanchez, A. (2015). 
Journeys: Reconceptualizing early childhood practices through pedagogical narration. 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.
Pence, A., & Pacini-Ketchabaw, V. (2006). The investigating ‘quality’ project: Challen-
ges and possibilities for Canada. Interaction 20(3), 11-13.
Rautio, P. (2017). Thinking about life and species lines with Pietari and Otto (and 
garlic breath). TRACE: Finnish Journal for Human-Animal Studies, 3, 94-102. 
Rautio, P. (2013). Children who carry stones in their pockets: on autotelic material 
practices in everyday life. Children’s Geographies, 11(4), 394–408. 
Rautio, P., & Jokinen, P. (2015). Children’s relations to the more-than-human world 
beyond developmental views. In B. Evans, J. Horton, & T. Skelton (Eds.), Play and 
recreation, health and well being (pp. 35–49). Singapore: Springer. 
Rice, C. (2016). Revisioning fat: From enforcing norms to exploring possibilities 
unique to different bodies. In J. Ellison, D. McPhail, & W. Mitchinson (Eds.), Obesity 
in Canada: Critical perspectives [Google Play eBook version] (pp. chapter 16). Toron-
to, ON: University of Toronto Press. 
Rich, E. (2010). Obesity assemblages and surveillance in schools. International Jour-
nal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 23(7), 803–821. 
Rich, E. (2011). ‘I see her being obesed!’: Public pedagogy, reality media and the obe-
sity crisis. Health, 15(1), 3–21. 
Salazar Pérez, M., & Cahill, B. (2016). “Readiness” as central to the (re)production 
of quality discourses in the United States. In G. S. Cannella, M. Salazar Pérez, & I. 
F. Lee (Eds.), Critical examinations of quality in early education and care: Regulation, 
disqualification, and erasure (pp. 11-25). New York: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc.
Schutten, J. K., & Rogers, R. A. (2011). Magick as an alternative symbolic: Enacting 
transhuman dialogs. Environmental Communication: A Journal of Nature and Culture, 
5(3), 261-280. 
Simpson, L. (2008). Oshkimaadiziing, the New People. In L. Simpson (Ed.), Lighting 



j o u r n a l  o f  p e d a g o g y  2 / 2 0 1 8

Doing pedagogical conversations (with spirituality and fat) as pedagogists...

9 9

the eighth fire: The liberation, resurgence, and protection of Indigenous nations (pp. 
13-21). Winnipeg: Arbeiter Ring Publishing
Smith, M., & Mathur, R. (2009). Children’s  imagination and fantasy: Implications 
for development, education, and classroom activities. Research in the Schools, 16(1), 
52-63. 
Starhawk. (1982). Dreaming the dark: Magic, sex & politics. Boston: Beacon Press. 
Stengers, I. (2008). History though the middle: Between macro and mesopolitics. In-
terview with Isabelle Stengers, Brian Massumi, & Erin Manning. Inflexions, 3, 1-16. 
Stengers, I. (2013). Introductory notes on an ecology of practices. Cultural Studies 
Review, 11(1), 183-196.
Stengers, I. (2018). Another science is possible: A manifesto for slow science. Cam-
bridge: Polity Press.
Swadener, B. B. (2010). “At risk” or “at promise”? From deficit constructions of the 
“other childhood to possiblities for authentic alliances with children and families. 
International Critical Childhood Policy Studies, 3(1), 7-29.
Taylor, A. (2017). Beyond stewardship: Common world pedagogies for the Anthropo-
cene. Environmental Education Research, 1-14. 
Taylor, A., & Pacini-Ketchabaw, V. (2015). Learning with children, ants, and worms 
in the Anthropocene: Towards a common world pedagogy of multispecies vulnerabi-
lity. Pedagogy, Culture, & Society, 25(4): 507–529. 
Taylor, A., & Pacini-Ketchabaw, V. (2018). The common worlds of children and ani-
mals: Relational ethics for entangled lives. New York, NY: Routledge.
Taylor, C. A. (2013). Objects, bodies and space: Gender and embodied practices of. 
Gender and Education, 25(6), 688-703. 
Taylor, C. A., & Ivinson, G. (2013). Material feminisms: New directions for education. 
Gender and Education, 25(6), 665-670. 
Todd, Z. (2016). From classroom to river’s edge: Tending to reciprocal duties beyond 
the academy. Aboriginal Policy Studies, 6(1), 90-97.
Todd, Z. (2017). Fish, kin and hope: Tending to water violations in Amiskwaciwâska-
hikan and Treaty Six Territory. Afterall: A Journal of Art, Context and Enquiry, 43(1), 
102-107. 
Tola, M. (2016). Composing with Gaia: Isabelle Stengers and the feminist politics of 
the earth. PhaenEx, 11(1), 1-21. 
Tsing, A. L. (2015). The mushroom at the end of the world: On the possibility of life in 
capitalist ruins. New Jersey: Princeton University Press.
Tuck, E. (2013). Neoliberalism as nihilism? A commentary on educational accoun-
tability, teacher education, and school reform. Journal for Critical Education Policy 
Studies, 11(2), 324-347.
Tuck, E., & Gaztambide-Fernández, R. A. (2013). Curriculum, replacement, and 
settler futurity. Journal of Curriculum Theorizing, 29(1), 72-89.
Tuck, E., & Yang, K. W. (2012). Decolonization is not a metaphor. Decolonization: 
Indigeneity, Education & Society, 1-40.
Tuck, E., Yang, W., & Gaztambide-Fernández, R. (2015). Citation practices challenge. 
Retrieved from http://www.criticalethnicstudiesjournal.org/citation-practices/
Tuhiwai Smith, L., Tuck, E., & Yang, K. W. (2019). Indigenous and decolonizing stu-
dies in education: Mapping the long view. New York: Routledge.



a r t i c l e s

j o u r n a l  o f  p e d a g o g y  2 / 2 0 1 81 0 0

Vintimilla, C. D. (2018). Encounters with a  pedagogista. Contemporary Issues in 
Early Childhood, 19(1), 20-30. 
Wapenaar, K., & DeSchutter, A. (2018). Becoming garden. Journal of Childhood Stu-
dies, 43(1), 81-86. 
Ward, P. (2016). Obesity, risk, and responsibility: The discursive production of the 
‘ultimate at-risk child’. In J. Ellison, D. McPhail, & W. Mitchinson (Eds.), Obesity in 
Canada: Critical perspectives [Google Play eBook version] (pp. chapter 8). Toronto, 
ON: University of Toronto Press. 
Watts, V. (2013). Indigenous place-thought & agency amongst humans and non-hu-
mans (First Woman and Sky Woman go on a European world tour!). Decolonization: 
Indigeneity, Education & Society, 2(1), 20-34. 
Yazbeck, S., & Danis, I. (2015). Entangled frictions with place as assemblage. Cana-
dian Children, 40(2), 22-31. 
Zittoun, T., & Cerchia, F. (2013). Imagination as expansion of experience. Integrative 
Psychological and Behavioral Science, 47(3), 305-324. 

Authors:

Nicole Land, Assistant Professor
Ryerson University
School of Early Childhood Studies
350 Victoria Street
Toronto ON,
Canada M5B 2K3
Email: nland@ryerson.ca

Meagan Montpetit, PhD Candidate
Western University
Faculty of Education
1137 Western Road
London ON
Canada N6G 1G7
Email: mmontpe2@uwo.ca


	1_Choosing the right kindergarten_ Parents’ reasoning about their ECEC choices in the context of the diversification of ECEC programs
	2_Critical pedagogy in practice_ A case study from Kerala, India
	3_Freedom and obedience in western education
	4_Doing pedagogical conversations (with spirituality and fat) as pedagogists in early childhood education

