
Introducing an international journal of criti-
cal social studies, as a Dane, in the fall of
2001, gives rise to mixed feelings. In the
prevalent view, the view of the New World
Order, the view of globalized communica-
tion – in short, in the view of the community
to which the Outlines belongs, be it ever so
much as a critical commentator – the world
changed dramatically that ever-present
September 11th. And that revolutionary spi-
rit has, undoubtedly, occassioned sudden
changes, not only in ideological and political
spheres, but also in economical prospects
and military balances. Yet critical social
studies have long since described how social
discrepancies and turmoil persist and regu-
larly burst into violence; and to the critical
student of societies, there is not much novel
about the way the world powers deal with it.
From a Nordic perspective, Manhattan is no
closer than Kosovo, Grozny, or the West
Bank. Why participate in the pitiless proces-
sion of purported pundits?

Perhaps because when old wine is poured
into new wine-skins, it does make a real dif-
ference. At least we all seem to get new oc-
cassions for our well-worn thoughts. Thus,
when the Slovenian philosopher Slavoj
Zizek was to comment on the WTC terror, he

could strike a chord he had already played
for some time: the image of the irreality of
late capitalist consumerism, as illustrated by
Hollywood themes:

”It is the awareness that we live in an isolat-
ed artificial universe which generates the no-
tion that some ominous agent is threatening
us all the time with total destruction. Is, con-
sequently, Osama Bin Laden (…) not the
real-life counterpart of Ernst Stavro Blofeld,
the master-criminal in most of the James
Bond films, involved in the acts of global de-
struction? What one should recall here is
that the only place in Hollywood films where
we see the production process in all its in-
tensity is when James Bond penetrates the
master-criminal’s secret domain and locates
there the site of intense labor (distilling and
packaging the drugs, constructing a rocket
that will destroy New York...).When the mas-
ter-criminal, after capturing Bond, usually
takes him on a tour of his illegal factory, is
this not the closest Hollywood comes to the
socialist-realist proud presentation of the
production in a factory? And the function of
Bond’s intervention, of course, is to explode
in firecraks this site of production, allowing
us to return to the daily semblance of our
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existence in a world with the “disappearing
working class.” Is it not that, in the explod-
ing WTC towers, this violence directed at the
threatening Outside turned back at us? The
safe Sphere in which Americans live is expe-
rienced as under threat from the Outside of
terrorist attackers who are ruthlessly self-
sacrificing AND cowards, cunningly intelli-
gent AND primitive barbarians. Whenever
we encounter such a purely evil Outside, we
should gather the courage to endorse the
Hegelian lesson: in this pure Outside, we
should recognize the distilled version of our
own essence. For the last five centuries, the
(relative) prosperity and peace of the “civi-
lized” West was bought by the export of ruth-
less violence and destruction into the “bar-
barian” Outside: the long story from the
conquest of America to the slaughter in
Congo. Cruel and indifferent as it may
sound, we should also, now more than ever,
bear in mind that the actual effect of these
bombings is much more symbolic than real.
The US just got the taste of what goes on
around the world on a daily basis, from
Sarajevo to Grozny, from Rwanda and
Congo to Sierra Leone.”

Evidently, one approach to critical social
studies can be to confront an elite of symbol-
manipulators with the irreality of what they
take to be life, and introduce ”the desert of
the real” that lies just outside it. Critique is
the trope of going out, or opening up and let-
ting in the fresh air, countering the conceptu-
al marginalization of not only the Other, but
also even our own bodily materiality. Cri-
tique reverses the positions of essense and
appearance, of knowledge and belief. And
the movements between the artificial and the
real, facts and the counterfactual, being and
dreaming, never cease to fascinate, spawn,
and produce.

On the other hand, critical social studies
may run directly counter to that very duality,

insisting that everything, including such phe-
nomena as 3D environments, techno-thera-
py, and Electronic Patient Records (why,
maybe even including Hollywood!), is sim-
ply real. This characterizes, one might claim,
the three new contributions to the Techno-
logy in Social Practice theme which we be-
gan this spring. Even if quite divergent in
theoretical perspective, the three papers have
in common a rather pragmatic approach to
the introduction of information technologies
in the field of health practices. Even inclu-
ding Actor-Network-Theory-inspired ana-
lyses, these articles shift the emphasis slight-
ly from epistemology to ontology, compared
to those of the previous issue (Outlines
2001:1). But they do it without losing sight
of the critical problematization of analytic
concepts. 

Ludvigsen & Fjuk provide an almost clas-
sic, empirically grounded, recommendation
to expand the unit of analysis to include so-
cial practice. Both with the concept of ‘ac-
tivity system’, with its familiar triangular
shape, and with the empirical field of a 3D
learning environment, the authors directly
follow up on previous Outlines – and they
anticipate some of those to come: next year’s
Outlines are expected to substantially reflect
the 2. Nordic-Baltic Conference on Activity
Theory which was held at Ronneby, Sweden,
just two days before September 11th.

In a quite similar vein (though without tri-
angles or virtual worlds) Lauritsen & Elsass’
unit of analysis moves from therapy, beyond
its use, and out into the context of everyday
life, to even situate contextuality itself. A
movement not unlike that of Markussen &
Olesen who introduce the concept of ‘trad-
ing zone’ as “…a place you can ‘enter’ and
‘leave’ again”, in order to be able to “sort out
ethnographic material” and investigate “nat-
urally occuring experiments in real time set-
tings”. It could hardly be any more mundane
and down-to-earth than that. 
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Yet somewhere in the back of the head,
there is a devil encouraging us, once again,
to ‘endorse the Zizekian lesson’ and ask
whether we have not, with such radical ma-
terialism, precisely taken the final step into a
purely epistemological problematic?

For those who might prefer the matter-of-
fact reading of ethnographic material,
Hojlund’s study will be interesting. To any-
one with a daily acquaintance with the field,
it is amazing how rich and complex, how
surprisingly foreign, a description of chil-
dren’s lives in ordinary institutions can be.
Hojlund is the first anthropologist to write in
the columns of Outlines, and we hope very
much that she will pave the way for others. 

The enlightening effect of juxtaposing the
ways problems are dealt with in very differ-
ent cultural contexts is evident and can be
experienced once again if one reads on into
Ramos’ discussion, on the basis of Mexican
data and viewpoints, of a subject very close
to Hojlund’s: the relations between internal
and external organizations of meaning, and,

more specifically, ordinary people’s (chil-
dren’s) dealing with how (school) profes-
sionals and parents categorize them.

What was said of anthropologists should
also be said for critical social scholars from
Latin America. In general, what is Outside of
the dominant North Atlantic community of
research does not seem in the least evil or
threatening to Outlines, even when we are at
our most epistemological. When Ramos con-
cludes that “the personal sense about school
is constructed over time through an indi-
vidual’s participation across different social
contexts in which the person appropriates,
resists, or legtimizes diverse collective
meanings allowing her to configure a sense
of life which may or may not be associated
with school” – it is not so hard to recognize
in the Outside a distilled version of the
Inside – nor, perhaps, to learn from the way
it is transformed when appropriated in a
place where schooling is directly a scarce
ressource and an overwhelming family in-
vestment.

3
OUTLINES • No. 2 • 2001

Outlines-2001-2.qxd  23-11-01  10:27  Side 3



Outlines-2001-2.qxd  23-11-01  10:27  Side 4



Summary
Learning with different kinds of ICT-based tools is
an important issue in today’s society. In this article
we focus on how design of technology rich environ-
ments based on state of the art learning principles can
give us new insights about how learning occur, and
how we can develop new types of learning environ-
ments. Medical education constitutes the subject do-
main. There has been a considerable effort to devel-
op 3D technologies in this field, and the article pro-
vides a careful review of how these technologies are
applied. There is, however, a substantial gap between
these advances and the use of technologies in med-
ical education. Related work proposes individualistic
assumptions or metaphors that do not focus explicit-
ly on learning and technology mediation. Based on
theoretical analysis of previous literature in the field
we argue that there is a need for a new unit of analy-
sis that includes the relationship between individual
and collective activity and the role of technology
herein. The socio-cultural and especially activity the-
ory is taken as the perspective which gives the possi-
bility to develop the argumentation about the unit of
analysis. The unit of analysis also has implications
for design of 3D environments. The design principles
are elaborated upon and examples are given in rela-
tion to an application called Matador (Medical
Advanced Training in an Artificial Distributed
Environment). Matador is aimed at developing a sim-
ulation environment for training in emergency medi-
cine.

Introduction

The research on computer-supported
collaborative learning (CSCL) is in
some respects a new field, which is

growing quite fast.1 Based on socio-cultural
assumptions about learning and human de-
velopment, information and communication
technologies can help us move from tradi-
tional instructor-centred teaching where the
focus is on individual learning, to collabora-
tive learning. Collaborative learning is de-
fined as a collective knowledge building
process where students actively generate, ac-
cess and organise information. This collec-
tive process leads to a change in the student’s
ability and effort to take part in a learning ac-
tivity. In the 1990s there have been consider-
able efforts to develop computer systems that
can provide new types of learning environ-
ments for students (Jonassen & Land,
2000).2 A recent review of CSCL research
shows, however, that the CSCL field is not
very coherent (Lehtinen, Hakkarinen, Lippo-
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1 The first CSCL conference was at Indiana University
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nen, Rahikainen & Muukkonen, 1999).
Lehtinen et al. (1999) conclude that many
studies exist where there have been positive
learning effects. The problem with these
studies is that their ecological validity could
be considered as low, since most CSCL stud-
ies are experiments or small-scale field trials
(Fjuk & Ludvigsen, 2001). Related problem
areas concern the level and unit of analysis
(Fjuk & Ludvigsen, 2001). 

The last ten years have seen a consider-
able effort and focus on how to design learn-
ing environments based on learning theories
(Brown, 1992, CTGV, 1997; Brown, Ellery
& Campione, 1998; Jonassen & Land, 2000;
Fjuk & Smørdal, 2001). For CSCL research
to take a step forward we need to consider
complex relationships such as interconnec-
tions between several activity systems, theo-
ries of learning and instruction, subject do-
mains, teachers’ roles, delivery institution’s
educational praxis and tradition, organisatio-
nal and administrative arrangements, costs,
properties of the technological solution and
available software, geographical distances
between co-students, etc. All these aspects
might of course not be in focus in every
study, but the degree of complexity account-
ed for needs to be increased. 

This article focuses on a specific category
of learning environments that recently has
received increasing interest; 3D environ-
ments (McLellan, 1996, Johnsen et al., 2000,
Youngblot, 1998, Krange et al., 2000). 3D
environments are loosely defined “as a class
of computer-controlled multisensory com-
munication technologies” (McLellan, 1996).
Moreover, 3D environments “evoke a feeling
of immersion, a perceptual and psychologi-
cal sense of being in the digital environment
presented to the sense” (McLellan, 1996).
One important aspect of 3D environments is
the presence of the immersed feature that in-
cludes the feeling of touch, sense orientation
and position in space (Gorman, Meier &

Krummel, 1999). In addition, 3D environ-
ments are proclaimed to be appropriate for
supporting activities that include model
building and problem solving (McLellan,
1996), and are as such designed with a spe-
cific subject domain and content in mind.
Furthermore, 3D generated objects and ava-
tars often constitute basic aspects of the de-
signs. The 3D-generated objects are tools
that are manipulated and moved by actors
that in turn are represented by avatars.

These specific features make 3D environ-
ments different from other types of virtual
environments like, e.g. Web-based environ-
ments. We argue that the unique features and
qualifications of 3D environments have to be
explicitly considered in analysis as well as in
designs. However, technological advances
have unquestionably driven the design of 3D
environments. Hoffman & Vu (1997) point
to the fact that there is a substantial gap be-
tween the technologies available today and
the technology that is needed for realizing
the expectations for 3D-technologies as tools
for learning and collaboration. There are re-
cent and limited insights into what the nature
of the collaborative processes in a predomi-
nantly 3D environment is like. To obtain a
deeper understanding of this, we wish to step
back from the technical push to explore the
specific conditions of these processes. These
conditions, we argue, can only be properly
understood by extending the unit of analysis
from technology and pedagogy themselves
to the social contexts in which the 3D envi-
ronments are being used. This core argument
throughout the paper is outlined by suggest-
ing activity theory as a powerful framework
for understanding learning activities in dif-
ferent kinds of environments and for inform-
ing designs associated with virtual 3D learn-
ing environments. 

The field of medicine is chosen as a pro-
totypical field to investigate. There exists a
rich body of computer-based applications
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aimed at supporting learning and training
within various areas. So far, few have em-
phasised the potential of 3D environments
like the field of medicine. In the first part of
the article we review the literature on 3D in
medical education and emphasise what has
been in focus so far, and we summarise this
from a learning perspective. The argumenta-
tion put forward in this part represents a the-
oretical analysis of the field. In the second
part we argue for a new theoretical frame-
work for analysis and design. In the last part
we will, with a basis in the theoretical frame-
work, suggest a set of design principles con-
nected to 3D environments. Here we will use
a concrete 3D environment, Matador, as an
example. 

3D environments: A review of
the literature in medicine 3

In the field of medicine various domain
specific computer systems have been de-
veloped in areas such as anatomy, anato-

my of the brain, surgery, dissection of bones
and endoscopy. In surgical education the ar-
guments for using 3D environments are
found in various communities. We find in-
sights achieved within surgical interventions
particularly interesting in this respect. Clini-
cal experiences show that surgeons could
benefit from training in a 3D environment
before they are exposed to patients (Ota,
Loftin, Saito, Lea & Keller, 1995). First, this
is associated with better health care in terms
of improvement resulting in fewer complica-
tions and shorter hospitalisation. Second, the
cost of training could be reduced if it was cut

down from five to three years (Ota et al,
1995). Moreover, the standardisation of
skills associated with specific procedures is
considered important. Third, 3D environ-
ments provide possibilities for measuring
different aspects of a procedure. This con-
tributes to a higher level of efficiency and is
as such highly content driven, but is of great
importance for the quality of work. 3D envi-
ronments used in surgical education have
mostly been designed to train and improve
procedural knowledge and skills. 

In an invited review of the use of 3D en-
vironments in surgical education Qayumi &
Qayumi (1999) suggest a ‘CyberPatient’ as
an essential part of a problem based learning
curriculum. The authors argue that most 3D
environments are not designed for support-
ing interactivity and interaction in any true
sense. 3D-based computer systems devel-
oped for the purpose of supporting a doctor-
patient interaction, often include elements
like: taking the patient’s history, physical ex-
amination of the patient, different kinds of
tests, diagnosis development, treatment plan-
ning, surgery, postoperative management
and follow up. This simulates the patient ill-
ness trajectory and provides rich representa-
tions of various aspects of this trajectory. As
educational philosophy for designing a virtu-
al environment, Qayumi & Qayumi (1999)
suggest a Piagetan philosophy. Within this
area of use, conceptual knowledge is empha-
sised together with the procedural knowl-
edge. 

There are few in-depth studies that ad-
dress issues connected to learning and col-
laboration and the outcome of these process-
es (McLellan 1996). One study that provides
insights into these issues is the one conduct-
ed by Pilkington & Parker-Jones (1996). The
authors present a 3D-based system of which
the systems design is based on several sig-
nificant elements from learning theory. The
medical area, which the student is exposed
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to, is the regulation of calcium of the human
body. The system is based on the idea of cog-
nitive conflict, inconsistency, and contradic-
tion outlined from Piaget (1977). These
issues are integrated with Vygotsky’s (1978)
concept on the zone of proximal develop-
ment. In the perspective developed by Vy-
gotsky the dialogue is one of the most im-
portant sources for learning. Articulation,
self-explanation and elaboration become
crucial relative to what can be learned. This
combination is manifested in discourse be-
tween pairs of students, and in some of the
dialogues an expert in the medical field can
participate and make interventions. The ob-
jective behind the systems design was then to
create an environment that mediates the stu-
dent’s knowledge construction beyond su-
perficial understanding. The students found
the simulation favourable (over other learn-
ing resources) because the simulation was
realistic and it was thus possible to test spe-
cific hypotheses (Pilkington & Parker-Jones,
1996). Traditional textbooks or lectures do
not create possibilities of interaction with an
environment nor with and expert, the way
this application does. It is reasonable to ar-
gue that this application has inherent quali-
ties, which have the potential to promote
higher order processes. 

The quality of the talk among the students
differs between the pairs, and it is dependent
upon the intervention made by the expert.
When the expert made interventions the
number of casual explanations and reflective
turns increased. If one looks at the material
as a whole, “the student-student dialogue
was more likely to focus on observation,
preparation and monitoring activities and
less likely to focus on reasoning activities”
(Pilkington & Parker-Jones, 1996).

The results from the study by Pilkington
and Parker-Jones seem reasonable both from
cognitive studies in the medical domain and
a more socio-cultural view of learning and

cognition. Since there exist so few studies of
learning processes and learning outcome
from 3D environments in medicine, it is nec-
essary to draw on the literature within med-
ical cognition and other approaches (which
have studied learning in the medical field) to
enrich the interpretation of the findings pre-
sented. 

Medical students do not have as well de-
veloped illness scripts as more experienced
physicians (Feltovich et al, 1992), and their
basic biomedical knowledge is partly encap-
sulated (Boshuizen et al, 1992). The term en-
capsulated means that the knowledge is
structured in such a way that the basic bio-
medical knowledge is difficult to access.
These difficulties could be caused by cogni-
tive and social factors. From a socio-cultural
view this finding could be interpreted as a
typical way of talking among the students,
that is a discourse pattern. The teacher (ex-
pert) is the person who constructs scaffolds
so the dialogues can move to a more ad-
vanced level. Ludvigsen (1998) found that
the teacher was the person who pointed to
specific cues of vital importance when stu-
dents were talking with and about patients.
The teachers asked questions, which were
necessary for the students to be able to con-
struct coherence in their diagnostic activities
(Gadd, 1995; Ludvigsen, 1998). The teacher
also had to help the students to integrate their
knowledge in relation to specific cases. 

Gadd (1995) and Ludvigsen (1998) found
that teachers use characterisations, reformu-
lation, explanations and summaries to create
possibilities not only for students to solve
concrete problems, but also to get access to
their biomedical knowledge. These aspects
related to talk between students and teachers
are dependent on institutional practice. The
institutional practice creates constraints and
affordances for the students-teacher relation.
Their biomedical knowledge together with
social and cultural factors define how the
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students learn to get patients’ information,
select information, combine information –
organise information in different types of
documents. How physicians organise infor-
mation and talk to each other could be
termed as cultural scripts (Shore, 1996).
Cultural scripts are part of institutional dia-
logues. Institutional dialogues have other
features than what are found in everyday
talk. Who can talk and in which order and
what the participants are allowed to say fol-
low a predefined order, which has implica-
tions for the turn taking in the situation.
What is on the agenda, and which of the par-
ticipants can change the agenda are also pre-
defined (Suchman, 1987; Linell, 1990 and
1999; Ludvigsen, 1998).

To conclude the brief overview of 3D en-
vironments’ potential and area of use within
the field of medical education, there are two
types of issues that have been focused in
most designs: Technological functionality
and novelty, and subject domains and associ-
ated content and pre-defined tasks. We argue
that learning in 3D environments must be
considered in terms of more complex ap-
proaches that view issues like subject do-
mains, theories on learning and 3D-techno-
logies as critical parts of interconnected ac-
tivity systems. Research aimed at under-
standing the specific conditions of other
types of learning environments (anchored in
Web-based technologies) clearly shows that
the students’ collaborative learning process-
es are mediated by a set of aspects manifest-
ed in a complexity of: Theories of learning
and instruction, subject domains, teachers’
roles, delivery institution’s educational prac-
tice and tradition, organisational and admin-
istrative arrangements, costs, and properties
of technologies. (Fjuk, 1998, Fjuk & Lud-
vigsen, 2001, Wasson et al., 2000). This
complexity implies that it is complicated,
sometimes even impossible to consider what
aspects that are most critical with respect to

learning and cognition. In spite of this, an
awareness of the complexity in terms of pos-
sible contradictions and interdependencies is
an important component in any analysis and
design. 

In line with this argumentation we need to
create a complex understanding of how med-
ical reasoning takes place. In several studies
of clinical reasoning, social and organisa-
tional aspects are critical parts of the reason-
ing process (Cicourel, 1990; Ludvigsen,
1998). The knowledge developed by medical
students is situated, or what Elstein (1995)
terms, case-specific. The ability to imple-
ment relevant knowledge in clinical situa-
tions is not just a cognitive problem, but it is
part of the institutional context where stu-
dents’ reasoning is part of different types of
activities. In order to establish a correct di-
agnosis and adequate treatment, it is impera-
tive to know when and how to apply medical
knowledge. 

Within such an understanding of medical
activities, problem solving becomes a cogni-
tive, social and culturally based phenome-
non. This means that both the vertical and
horizontal aspects of expertise become im-
portant. When focusing on the horizontal as-
pects of expertise teams of health workers in
collaboration and communication efforts be-
come important. These types of processes
need to be analysed and understood from the
view of horizontal expertise. The output
from the team is their collective efforts.
Vertical expertise is well studied in the area
of cognitive science. The expert-novice stud-
ies show how physicians have very different
knowledge structures (Schmidt, Norman and
Boshuizan, 1990; Elstein, 1995). The hori-
zontal aspects of expertise are not well stud-
ied in general, or in the field of medicine. It
is possible to identify a few studies related to
these questions in medicine as a field. We
have already mentioned some important
findings from Cicourel’s (1990; 1995) stud-
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ies. Ludvigsen (1998) made findings similar
to Cicourel, both in the educational and in
the work context in his study of medical stu-
dents and interns. Engeström (1993; 1995)
has used activity theory to analyse how
physicians work in general practices. The
horizontal aspects of medical expertise are
shown and elaborated on, in all these studies.
In Strauss, Fagerhaugh, Suczek & Wiener
(1985) studies of the social organisation of
medical work show how dependent physi-
cians are both upon each other and on other
health workers. 

We argue that the studies conducted by
Cicourel (1990), Engeström (1993) and Lud-
vigsen (1998), demonstrate very clearly how
complex and important the horizontal aspects
of expertise are in the field of medicine. The
socio-cultural view of learning and cognition
represents an adequate framework for under-
standing this phenomenon. The students’ rea-
soning and their actions are part of a situated
practice. If we build virtual environments
upon this perspective the environments be-
come more realistic, and the knowledge the
students develop becomes more valid.

To improve skills in relation to clinical sit-
uations, there is a need for tools that mediate
various forms of knowledge. 3D environ-
ments could serve as tools for training in this
kind of knowledge development. The stu-
dents are then invited to develop mental re-
presentations, situated knowledge and the
ability to participate with other health work-
ers in collective problem-solving situations
(Cicourel, 1990; Ludvigsen & Bach-Gans-
mo, 1998a, 1998b). 

To be able to incorporate the complexity
argued in this section into analysis and de-
signs, we need frameworks that provide in-
sights into how humans learn, as well as
what role technological artefacts and other
issues occupy in the learning processes.
These conceptual challenges will be the fo-
cus of the next section. 

Steps towards a framework
for understanding and de-
signing 3D environments

Most designs are based on key topics
within cognitive science (e.g. me-
mory, perceptions, reasoning skills)

(Hoffman, 1998). This means that learning is
considered from an information processing
perspective. Winn (1997) takes another posi-
tion than those placed within cognitive
science. He emphasises an open construc-
tivist approach as the premise. Concerned
with premises for design and analysis, he in-
cludes both ideas from the individualistic ap-
proach and from an approach that emphasises
collaboration as a central premise for learn-
ing. However, Winn (1997) does not elabo-
rate upon central questions as units of analy-
sis and the assumptions that are connected to
the different positions he builds on. 

In order to establish a new research agen-
da, it is necessary to move from such a focus,
often represented by content-driven perspec-
tives (in relation to a focus on mental repre-
sentation and cognitive structures), to an em-
phasis on socio-cultural perspectives. This
new research agenda can give us better ac-
counts for the specific nature of 3D environ-
ments, and their relation to other learning
technologies and the social contexts in which
they are used. Such a research agenda can
bring us substantial insights in what kinds of
knowledge can be developed in this type of
environment.

McLellan (1996) summarises other ap-
proaches which have the ambition of build-
ing frameworks for designing and under-
standing 3D environments. The author men-
tions approaches like: The ecological psy-
chology perspective (based on J.J. Gibson’s
theory, where direct perception and affor-
dances are the key terms), The computer as
theatre perspective (based on Brenda Lau-
rel’s theory about drama as a metaphor for
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understanding human-computer interaction),
The space maker design perspective (based
on R. Walser’s ideas about filmmaking, per-
forming arts, and role-playing games), and
Design theory and design metaphors as a
perspective. We could add the approach in-
fluenced by storytelling, which is also part of
some of the approaches mentioned. The idea
behind a storytelling approach is connected
to the fact that narratives are a basic element
for learning and human development. The
problem with these approaches is that they
do not have an explicit focus on learning,
cognition and collaboration. We argue that
this is a fundamental condition for under-
standing what can be learned in 3D environ-
ments, and then judge how valuable they
could be in various types of education.  

Theoretical foundation 
In recent years a series of alternatives to
standard cognitivist approaches to learning
and cognition has evolved.4 In spite of dif-
ferent terminologies, research traditions, and
methodological preferences, the approaches
share the assumption that learning has to be
understood as actions and activities integrat-
ed in a complexity of social, institutional,
cultural and historical practices. The unit of
analysis is widened from viewing the indi-
vidual as a “solo student” to including the
student’s practice in relation to activities in
communities of practice. We will here em-
phasise one of these theories, which gives us
a rich framework for design and empirical
studies of 3D environments. 

Activity theory constitutes a rich frame-
work for studying different forms of prac-

tices as developmental processes, with indi-
vidual and social issues interlinked at the
same time (Kuutti 1996). An important fea-
ture of activity theory is that the system is
driven by a collective motive that expands
beyond the level of individual intentions.
Activity systems are not reducible to a sum
of individual actions, they have “... cyclic
rhythms and long historical half-lives”
(Engeström et al, 1995). In other words, ac-
tivity theory affords analyses of social phe-
nomena on different levels; activity – at the
level of social systems; action – at the level
of the individual student acting intentionally;
and operation – at the level of the concrete
operation, procedure or behaviour. To fully
understand an activity, its history and devel-
opment should be taken into consideration.
This expands the unit of analysis even be-
yond the context of one given activity sys-
tem.

In an activity system there are potential
contradictions or tensions between all com-
ponents of the systems (Engeström, 1987).
Contradictions are used to indicate ‘misfit’
within elements of an activity, and between
different developmental phases of a single
activity. Contradictions manifest themselves
as problems, breakdowns, clashes, etc. with-
in the system itself or in relation to other sys-
tems (Kuutti, 1996). The objective of
Engeström’s systemic model is to consider
the socially based nature of human activity
by including rules of communication and di-
vision of work. In agreement with Enge-
ström’s systemic model, Fjuk & Smørdal
(2000) introduce three aspects that together
constitute a useful basis for understanding
the nature of computer-mediated collabora-
tive learning. The interconnected aspects are:
Development of meaning and knowledge
construction, exchange processes and role-
taking processes. These aspects are illustrat-
ed in figure 1. The upper triangle concerns
the individual student’s actions directed to-

11
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4 These approaches are situated action (Suchman 1987),
situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Greeno, 1998),
distributed cognition (Huchins 1995), cultural psychology
(Cole, 1996), mediated action (Wertsch, 1991), and activ-
ity theory (Engeström, 1987; Engeström & Miettinen,
1999).
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wards knowledge construction and thought,
– mediated by a constellation of artefacts
that are situated within the 3D environment.
The model shows that a student is not isolat-
ed but is a part of a 3D-generated learning
community, represented by the aspects of ex-
change and role-taking processes. The ex-
change processes thus concern the student’s
actions directed towards the shared learning
community, – mediated by the embedded
rules of that community (laws, traditions,
physical distances, etc.). The role-taking
processes concern computer-mediation of
actions directed towards the shared commu-
nity’s division of tasks and responsibility. 

An individual’s actions will then be af-
fected by three major factors: the artefacts
used, the 3D environment she belongs to and
its explicitly or implicitly expressed rules,
and the division of work within that commu-
nity of students. These factors interact in the
creation of the social practice, and contradic-
tions within the system influence the whole
collaborative situation. When the unit of
analysis expands to the interaction between
different activity systems, the complexity
that we are dealing with increases. Figure 1
illustrates these issues, focused through vir-
tual 3D learning environments. 

12

By using activity analysis on 3D environ-
ments, it would include all use activities, tool
producing activities, all teaching and knowl-
edge construction activities, as well as
changes and contradictions in the use activi-

ties. This complexity makes it difficult to
identify and delimit the activity systems that
are of interest for the analysis (Bødker,
1996). As such, we do not need to analyse all
the systems, but to be aware of contradictions

Figure 1: Activity analysis of 3D environments 
(Inspired by Engeström (1987))
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between the activities a student is influenced
by in her development of meaning and
knowledge construction. Figure 1 illustrates
how certain didactical principles, institution-
al traditions as well as the community’s col-
lection of artefacts mediate a student’s rela-
tionship with the 3D environment. Further-
more, the community’s commitment to the
development of a shared learning environ-
ment and individual knowledge is mediated
by the roles embedded in the collaboration
(e.g. the power each wields, tasks each is re-
sponsible for, etc.). 

The figure also illustrates how contradic-
tions associated with didactical principles
and the 3D environment lead to production of
new didactical principles and technological
solutions, respectively. In analysis, and in de-
signs also, this complexity can be opera-
tionalised in terms of questions like: How do
the constellation of artefacts serve as media-
tors for the student’s actions directed towards
development of meaning, as well as towards
the development of a shared learning com-
munity? How do the didactical principles me-
diate the student’s action in the 3D communi-
ty? How do established institutional tradi-
tions mediate the community’s distributed
work and progress? In what follows, design
principles from these key issues of socio-cul-
tural theories in general and activity theory in
particular are outlined. The usefulness of the
principles are shown through an example, –
the 3D environment labelled Matador. 

Design principles for 3D-
mediated learning environ-
ments. Matador: An example

This section provides design principles
that are operationalised from socio-
cultural perspectives where learning

is considered to be the student’s “ability to
use a particular set of tools in productive
ways and for particular purposes” (Säljö,
1999, pp. 147). In agreement with this basic
issue, new designs of 3D environments must
carefully consider what role 3D-based mech-
anisms should entail in social interaction and
in reflection. The section includes ideas of
how the key principles should be applied in
new designs associated with the environment
developed in the MATADOR project.

Matador
The project MATADOR (Medical Advanced
Training in an Artificial Distributed Environ-
ment) is aimed at developing a simulation
environment for training in emergency medi-
cine. The environment enables a group of
students to communicate and collaborate in a
networked and 3D-generated collaborative
environment5. Figure 2 shows one part of the
3D environment. The students are aimed at
being distributed in different geographical
locations6. In the 3D environment, the stu-
dents are represented by avatars, which are
human like 3D figures. The avatars are the
eyes and the hands of the students. Both a
mouse and a haptic device will be used. 

13
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5 The technological platform for the development of
Matador is DOVRE API (Hagen, 1999). DOVRE API pro-
vides possibilities for integrating multimedia technologies
such as sound, video, speech, and tactile feedback. 

6 In what follows we use Matador to term the 3D envi-
ronment.
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The Matador environment will be developed
with a particular focus on communication,
collaboration and leadership in teams among
health professionals. In the teams there will
be physicians and other health workers,
which means that the social complexity of
health work is built into the application. The
horizontal dimensions of expertise are sig-
nificant for the problem solving process. The
3D environment will enable concurrent tu-
toring, feedback, and evaluation of all the
participants.7 The haptic device gives the

students possibility to get in ‘touch’ with the
‘patient’. The team exposed to the 3D envi-
ronment will perform different cases. In
these cases the life-threatening conditions
are built in and can be activated dependent
on the students’ actions. The team have to
talk, act and create specific activities and re-
vise their action and activities in a collabora-
tive effort to solve the problem inherent in
the cases. One example of this is when the
blood pressure falls and there is an increase
in the heart rate. This must be detected and
the team has to communicate about this and
find solutions to the problem. The history of
the patient is part of the cases, but the context
for the team is in an emergency room in a
hospital. After a team has performed the
cases, there will be debriefing sessions with
an experienced supervisor. 

14

Figure 2: A patient arrives at the operating theatre. The doctors, the
patient and the ambulance driver are all avatars, but the student’s ac-
tions are represented by the doctor-avatars.

7 The content associated with the application is inspired
by a Norwegian course in trauma medicine. The group be-
hind this course has worked with a concept ‘Improved
quality and systematic trauma treatment’. The course is
grounded upon recommendations from the ATLS
(Advanced Trauma Life Support) (Brattebø et al.,
1998/99). This concept is developed by the American
College of Surgeons, and is considered a standard in
emergency medicine (Bell et al., 1999). 
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Operationalising the theory for design
In-depth studies of Web-based environments
(Fjuk, 1998; Smørdal, 1999) show that an in-
dividual actor’s computer applications ham-
pered the actions directed towards the ex-
changing- and role-taking processes (cf. fig-
ure 1). A simple example is: A painting pro-
gram is a potential tool for linking thought
and articulation of it into drawings. Using
the program is quickly routinised, but be-
cause of software incompatibility between
the collaborative actors’ programs, the
thoughts manifested into drawings did not
appear as appropriate means for collectively
articulating the actors’ argumentation and
negotiations of meaning. The constellation
of computer-based artefact (in use) ham-
pered the mutual relationship between indi-
vidually and collectively oriented actions.
The operation of the action was not conduct-
ed automatically, – thoughts are directed to-
wards the artefact itself. Due to internalisa-
tion of the properties and behaviour of the
computer-based artefacts, the artefacts did
not become integrated parts of the actor’s
actions. Rather, the use of networked com-
puters involved thought that stemmed from
problems of using them due to breakdowns
or due to unfamiliarity with them. 

These observations clearly indicate the
challenge of designing virtual learning envi-
ronments in which various computer-based
artefacts have an essential role in learning
and social interaction. Seen from a computer
systems designer’s standpoint, the relation
between individually and collaboratively ori-
ented interactions often conflict, forcing de-
signers to make computer-based mecha-
nisms for one at the expense of the other
(Gutwin & Greenberg, 1998). Design that
supports individual actions often hinders col-
laboration, and vice versa. For example, this
trade-off becomes apparent when trying to
support both the individual’s needs of inte-
grated and transparent tools and control over

the artefacts, and the collaborative communi-
ty’s needs regarding information sharing, di-
vision of work, creation of joint understand-
ing, etc. Based on these observations and
studies, Fjuk & Smørdal (2001) have devel-
oped a framework that is aimed at guiding
systems designers in their process of struc-
turing the analysis concerning the role of
computer-based artefacts in collaborative
learning. The authors argue that systems de-
sign has to be aimed at understanding the
communicative aspect of action in order to
offer good solutions for the operational as-
pect. To support the mutual interplay be-
tween individual and collective processes of
the learning activity, the challenge is found
in the duality and interplay between the as-
pects presented in figure 1.

Although many artefacts have a double
position of mediating both the communica-
tive aspect of an action and the operational
aspect of the same action, this is an essential
property of computer applications in general
(Fjuk & Smørdal, 2000) and of 3D environ-
ments in particular. For example, group deci-
sions and common plans (manifested in e.g.
activity responsible charts) and joint produc-
tions (manifested in e.g. project report) are
potential signs (i.e. the communicative as-
pect) for the exchange- and role-taking pro-
cesses. Technology such as groupware sys-
tems, co-authoring software, project ma-
nagement software, etc. are potential tools
for operationalising the actions directed to-
wards these signs and for making changes
upon them. The interplay between the indi-
vidualistic and collective aspects (in figure
1) exhibits very differently in 3D environ-
ments than in e.g. Web-based environments.
3D environments offer richer opportunities
of feeling the presence, sharing time and
space, observing the actions of others, etc.
These typical features of 3D environments
imply that the operation of individual actions
becomes explicit and visual in the shared

15
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3D-based learning environment. This means
that the mutual relationship between actions
directed towards development of meaning
and collective processes, becomes more
transparent than in other virtual environ-
ments (Krange et al., 2000). Thus, the inter-
play between the three aspects, and embed-
ded actions, becomes even more interwoven
and blurred than in e.g. text-based and asyn-

chronous environments (as in most Web-
based environments). 

Table 1 illustrates the three aspects in
terms of various awareness issues. The com-
municative part of an action is focused, since
the operationalised part is more or less asso-
ciated with a concrete 3D-technology and
environment.

16

Aspects

Development of meaning

Exchange processes

Role-taking processes

The role of signs and tools in collaborative learning

Various 3D mechanisms (such as objects, avatars and oral
speech) are targeted toward the aim of human activity.
Some are means for changes upon the aim of human activi-
ty, while others are aiding thought and reflection upon the
aim. Concept awareness is a means towards this aspect.

Some 3D mechanisms and human actions mediate thought,
knowledge and perspectives among students participating
in the 3D environment. Other 3D mechanisms are means
for changes upon objects. Task awareness is a means
towards producing a common task. 

Some 3D mechanisms mediate the division of tasks and re-
sponsibility, like common decisions, commitments, and
work arrangements. Various types of shared mechanisms
are means for a community to collectively make changes
upon an object and to be aware of the patterns of action in
the 3D environment. Social- and workspace awareness are
means in this context. 

Table 1: The role 3D mechanism (like e.g. objects, avatars and oral speech) in 3D environ-
ments.

As indicated in table 1, awareness informa-
tion is a notion that is particularly interesting
in this context, and that has been focused in
computer systems designs to reduce the
meta-communicative efforts needed to col-
laborate across physical distances and in
computer-mediated environments (e.g. Gaver,
1991; Dourish & Bellotti, 1992; Palfreyman

& Rodden, 1996; Gutwin et al., 1995; Gut-
win et al., 1996). Dourish & Bellotti (1992)
introduced the concept of awareness, con-
nected it to shared workspaces and defined it
as “an understanding of the activities of
others, which provides a context for own
activity” (ibid. p. 107). Moreover, Gutwin et
al. (1995) understand workspace awareness
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as “the up-to-the-minute knowledge about
other students’ interactions” and proclaim
that such information plays an “integral part
in how well an environment creates opportu-
nities for collaborative learning” (ibid. p.
147). Gutwin et al. (1995) suggest three ad-
ditional categories of awareness information
that should be considered with respect to col-
laborative learning. Social awareness con-
cerns social aspects of how to participate in
a group or community. The students must
make decisions about what role they must
have in a particular community, what they
should expect of the other actors and how
they want to interact with people in the com-
munity, etc. Moreover, a collaborative envi-
ronment is made up of many tasks carried
out over time, and divided according to vari-
ous situated criteria amongst the students.
This particular feature of collaboration con-
cerns issues that Gutwin et al. (1995) call
task awareness. Task awareness is concerned
with how to complete the common task (e.g.
What do we know about the task, how much
time do we have, what steps must we take to
complete the task, etc.). Gutwin et al.’s cate-
gories of social awareness and task aware-
ness correspond with what Fjuk & Smørdal
(2001) term role-taking processes. A third
category of awareness suggested by Gutwin
et al. (1995), concept awareness, is more di-
rectly related to the knowledge construction
process. The student must activate what they
already know about the problem at hand and
need to find ways of how to achieve new
knowledge so as to fulfil the task. 

Outlined from socio-cultural principles in
general and the framework in table 1 in par-
ticular, Fjuk & Krange (1999) and Krange et
al. (2000) suggest three relationships that
particularly characterise 3D environments.
These are actor-object8, object-object and,

actor-actor. In line with the theoretical heri-
tage, and in agreement with the framework
developed by Fjuk & Smørdal (2001), the re-
lationships cannot be considered separately
but mutually. Concerning the first, the actor-
object relationship, it represents first and
foremost a student’s actions mediated by an
object embedded in the 3D-environment.
This operationalisation is conducted by ma-
nipulating the object directly by clicking,
lifting, moving, etc. The actor-object rela-
tionship clearly supports awareness informa-
tion of how a task is completed. This is be-
cause the students internalise the same im-
ages and this ability reduces the need to
meta-communicate all interactions. As such,
the result of the operation functions as a vis-
ible sign for the co-students, guiding them to
individual reflection and further action. Fjuk
& Krange (1999), however, discuss whether
it is necessary to achieve knowledge regard-
ing who is doing what, how, where and when
in all parts of the collaboration. As suggest-
ed, the designs’ ideals thus become to create
opportunities for the student to move be-
tween closeness to co-students through some
extent of workspace awareness, and a dis-
tance to peers in order to articulate thoughts
through reflection. 

The second relationship, the object-object
relationship concerns how manipulation on
one object influences the situated conditions
of another object. This object-object rela-
tionship has a twofold effect on collaborative
learning and awareness information. On the
one hand, it explicitly visualises the conse-
quences of the individual’s actions on an ob-
ject and constitutes an essential sign for fur-
ther actions related to divisions of tasks and
discussions about the tasks. On the other
hand, it mediates the student’s information
awareness on how their action constitutes a
part of a greater wholeness. This is an essen-
tial factor in how well an environment cre-
ates opportunities for collaborative learning,

17
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8 It is important to note that the term “object” is here un-
derstood as a 3D-generated object, and does not necessa-
rily refer to an object in an activity theoretical perspective.
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rather than workspace awareness and task
performance per se (ibid.). 

The last relationship, actor-actor relation-
ship, concerns the social interactions and to
some extent what Gutwin et al. (1995) term
social awareness. Fjuk & Krange (1999) ar-
gue that efficient task performance is not suf-
ficient for providing learning effects of 3D
environments. Rather, the learning effects of
collaboration become optimal when the vir-
tual environment creates opportunities for
discussions and argumentation about the
tasks (cf. Dillenbourg, 1996). Oral dialogues
between the actors may mediate this interac-
tion, but also by the two other relationships
(actor-object, object-object). This argument
particularly supports a need for explicitly
considering the situated effects of awareness
information, and thus in terms of the dyna-
mic interplay which the framework of table 1
underlines. One way to provide learning ef-
fects of this situatedness is to organise for
good interactional conditions so that they
stimulate the student’s mindful engagement,
personal responsibility and discussions (Fjuk
& Krange, 1999). Although design of 3D en-
vironments is explicitly related to the subject
domains, the specific problem area and its
contents (more than e.g. Web-environments),
this is first and foremost connected to the ex-
ternal goal of the learning activity, and not
necessarily to the 3D environment in itself.
In line with this argument, Storås (2000) em-
phasises that design of 3D environments
must strive to define a rather complex object
of the learning activity, so as to force social
interactions and reflection. In spite of their
similarities to physical and co-located learn-
ing environments, 3D environments do not,
in their own right, stimulate social interac-
tions and reflection. 

The discussed design principles give
some directions for new designs associated
with the Matador-environment and medical
education: First, the goal of the learning ac-

tivity must be complex in the sense that it
stimulates to reflections and collective
processes. In the Matador case, this issue is
closely related to practical examples and var-
ious simulations of practice. These examples
and simulations must be designed so as to
challenge current knowledge and meaning,
and furthermore stimulate to discussions and
sharing of reflections amongst the students.
An example of this issue is when the stu-
dents, through their communication in the
shared 3D environment, have access to a va-
riety of medical information as test results,
information from instruments about the heart
condition, blood pressure, X-rays etc, and
they have to reach a common understanding
and act collectively based on their under-
standing of the actual and evolving situation.
Figure 3 illustrates such a situation.

This process could be related to both further
diagnostic activity and treatment of the pa-
tient. 

This leads us to the second issue, that is, the
necessary relationship between individual
and collective processes. The social interac-
tions (e.g. operationalised in terms of the ac-
tor-actor relationship) must not necessarily
take place within the virtual environment.
Rather, they can take place outside it, – in a
traditional physical situation or in other
types of virtual environments. The 3D-gen-
erated artefacts may, together with other
types of artefacts, serve as tools for mediat-
ing the mutual interplay between individual
and collective processes. The situated effects
of various awareness issues must be con-
sciously considered in this respect. To con-
sider 3D environments as closed systems
could be misleading when trying to under-
stand their impact on learning processes. The
learners will use knowledge from previous
experiences in the same types of situations.
The activities in the 3D environment are part

18
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of their learning trajectory, which is stretch-
ed out over activities in different settings. 

When it comes to the actor-object and ob-
ject-object relationships, they must be con-
sciously considered with respect to the goal
of the learning activity. For example, the ac-
tor-object relationship should be designed so
as to provide feedback related to how differ-
ent diagnostic activities are connected. When
a student investigates the abdomen, the 3D
environment can give feedback about what
type of pain and the location of pain. The
students’ interpretation of this finding gives
direction for how to proceed. This can be ap-
proached by various operations on the pa-
tient. The object-object relationship can be
used to simulate what happens with the pa-
tient when the blood pressure decreases and

how this and other biological processes in
different organs are affected (or not affected)
by each other. This will create situations
where the systemic nature of the human
body becomes more transparent. The action
performed by the students influences on
other processes than the interventions are di-
rected towards. A set of unpredictable events
will create the environment, which actually
shows the situated nature of problem solving
in a dynamic environment. The learning en-
vironment becomes realistic, because the
problem solving process is dependent on
how the students are able to create a collec-
tive effort. Without this collective effort the
degree of distributed expertise for solving
the problem will not be reached. 

19
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Figure 3: The students collaborate in the shared 3D environment and have
access to medical information like X-rays
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Conclusion

We have argued that the socio-cul-
tural perspectives (with activity
theory as the major example) pro-

vide us with a more adequate understanding
of learning processes in 3D environments,
than approaches based on information pro-
cessing perspectives on human learning.
These perspectives give us important direc-
tions for the design of 3D environments
where students use various types of re-
sources, including artefacts and the knowl-
edge owned by co-students. The theoretical
framework also affords the opportunity for
understanding the learning processes, which
take place in the 3D environment in relation
to the other activity systems of which the stu-
dent is a part. The latter argument is of par-
ticular theoretical and methodological im-
portance, since this is not the case in most
CSCL research nor in the field of using 3D
environments in medicine. If we expand the
unit of analysis and analyse learning pro-
cesses as part of activities on different levels,
we will be able to develop a better under-
standing of learning in technology rich envi-
ronments and how these learning processes
are related to other activity systems. These
types of analyses will be useful for several
purposes. First, they contribute to an under-
standing of the learning processes taking
place in 3D environments, other clinical sit-
uations and their relation. Second, they pro-
vide guidelines for designing courses and
larger units in professional education. And
last, they provide us with ideas for clarifying
the educational benefit of using 3D environ-
ments as tools for learning in relation to
learning in other forms of tools and repre-
sentational media.

In the 3D environment described – Mata-
dor – it is possible to study collaboration,
communication and how cognition is distrib-
uted, in detail. This can give us new insights

into the efficiency of 3D environments asso-
ciated with problem solving situations and
how different types of expertise relate to
each other. Studies of vertical and horizontal
aspects of expertise will give us possibilities
to discuss how these types of expertise could
be understood when they are parts of collab-
orative efforts. 
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Summary
Within psychiatric research, the field of ‘technother-
apy’ has been centred primarily on attempts to as-
sess the computer as a treatment tool. The situation
of daily clinical usage is, however, often ignored
within such research, as for instance in controlled
clinical trials.

Our empirical study illustrates how health pro-
fessionals and clients use different concepts of sci-
ence and health in the attempts of formulating stan-
dards for using computers in psychiatric practice.
The psychiatrists at a major psychiatric hospital de-
cided and justified clients’ use of computers on the
basis of a ‘techno-medical’ quality assurance. At the
same hospital the occupational therapists stressed
the improvement of social relations as a treatment
goal. And, at a psychiatric outside clinic the clients
used concepts of ‘normality’ for articulating quality
in computer use. 

Our study exemplifies how the use of computers
is a multifaceted ‘performance’. What is called for is
a kind of research not limited by artificial borders of
‘the context’ and the ‘user-perspective’. In much hu-
manistic research as well as in action research con-
cepts of ‘context’ and ‘user-perspective’ imply a
somehow romantic view on practice as pure and un-
contaminated by the outside world contrasted to a
‘general’ or an ‘objective’ way of knowing the
world. These sharp distinctions were however diffi-
cult to maintain in our study, where health profes-
sionals and clients took local contingencies into ac-
count when they interpreted computer use, while
they simultaneously drew on a socio-historical
reservoir of resources.

Since the sixties use of computers in
psychiatric settings has been at the
centre of a sometimes heated debate.

Some haveseen the new technology as a wel-
comed tool promising major improvements
in psychiatric treatment (Colby, 1979 &
1995). Others have been more reluctant and
concerned with the danger of a ‘dehumanis-
ing’ practice caused by the computer’s lack
of ability to respond empathetically to the
client (Weizenbaum, 1985; Murphy and Pa-
deck, 1986). 

In this article we report our experiences
from an investigation of clients’ use of com-
puters in two psychiatric institutions. As will
be exemplified this use is a multifaceted
‘performance’. Obviously, the activity is lo-
cated in a specific setting and dependent on
local contingencies (Suchman, 1987). Thus,
in order to understand situations where psy-
chiatric clients use computers, concepts such
as ‘context’ and ‘user perspective’ seem rele-
vant. These seductive concepts are, however,
too vague and imprecise, and must be quali-
fied.

In its early days the discussion of psychi-
atric clients’ use of computers was restricted
to the scientific community, but today the sit-
uation has changed. Like most other areas of
society computers have become part of the
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daily life of health professionals and clients
at many psychiatric institutions. This diffu-
sion raises an important question: according
to what standards can the quality of compu-
ter use be measured, and what are the appro-
priate methods through which such a ques-
tion can be answered? Such questions are not
only related to the specific case of psychi-
atric clients using computers, but relate to a
much more general debate on ‘quality assur-
ance’ – a concept often used in discussions
of treatment practice in a compound setting.

A large number of methods for assuring
quality in treatment show how the health
care system, in Denmark as well as in other
countries, has taken different positions in re-
lation to evaluation and validation of treat-
ment procedures (Sundhedsstyrelsen, 1996).
Most dominantly, medical doctors have de-
veloped methods for quality assurance that
are closely related to the scientific norms of
formal studies in medicine. This has, howev-
er, been criticised by other professional
groups, e.g. psychologists, who in accor-
dance with much humanistic research argue
that evidence-based practice promotes a
‘techno-medical’ view (Elliot, 1998). Other
groups, such as occupational therapists, have
argued for more context-sensitive methods
as found in narrative analysis and case-stud-
ies (Mattingly, 1998). And advocates of ac-
tion research have been arguing that quality
assurance must involve the ‘user-perspec-
tive’, which has been one of the main issues
in the conceptualisation of subjectivity and
objectivity found in this kind of research
(Krogstrup, 1997). 

Through examples from our investigation
it will be shown how psychiatrists, occupa-
tional therapists and clients use various ‘re-
sources’ when articulating standards of qual-
ity in situations where clients use computers.
Some of these resources for explaining prac-
tice are, in a sense, found outside the speci-
fic practices. Thus, health professionals and

clients use conceptualisations of science and
health in formulating and justifying stan-
dards for using computers in the psychiatric
practice. The psychiatrists at a major psychi-
atric hospital in Denmark see a number of
reasons for the clients’ use of computers. Yet,
these psychiatrists emphasise that an evalua-
tion of treatment related usages must be
based on controlled clinical trials. At the
same hospital occupational therapists stress
the social relations of the client, and they
perceive their own professional knowledge
as a necessary condition for ‘good’ computer
use. At a psychiatric outside clinic the clients
use computers in activities related to work
and leisure. However, not only do they
measure the quality of computer use accord-
ing to standards such as ‘having fun’ or ‘get-
ting work done’, they also use a concept of
‘normality’ as a resource for articulating
quality in computer use.

Technotherapy

Within psychiatric research much
effort has been made to assess
whether or not the computer

could prove to be an efficient treatment tool.
With few exceptions, these efforts can be
summarised under the heading ‘technothera-
py’ because they advocate a form of therapy
based on the use of information technology.
A now classic example is Weizenbaum’s
computer program Eliza (Weizenbaum,
1966). In accordance with much research
within the field of Artificial Intelligence,
Weizenbaum investigated the possibility of
developing computers which were capable
of communicating in the ‘natural’ language
of the user without requiring him or her to
use formalised expressions and codes. As
part of this research Weizenbaum construct-
ed Eliza which imitated a Rogerian therapist.

Despite the fact that Weizenbaum clearly
recognised that Eliza was only able to parti-

26

Outlines-2001-2.qxd  23-11-01  10:28  Side 26



cipate in very simple conversations and
merely simulated understanding (Weizen-
baum 1966 & 1985), the idea was taken up
by a number of psychiatrists through which
the computer was established as a promising
tool for performing therapy. Thus, Colby
stated that: “We have written a program
which can conduct psychotherapeutic dia-
logue” (Colby et al., 1966, p. 148). Although
this clearly was an overstatement the diffi-
culties were largely seen as ‘technical’ and
were supposed to vanish as the new technol-
ogy advanced. As is clear today this did not
prove to be the case. But the idea of replac-
ing therapists with computers has been diffi-
cult to put aside not least because of the
promises ‘computertherapy’ was supposed to
hold. In 1979 Colby wrote:

The advantages of a computer psychotherapist
would be several. It does not get tired, angry, or
bored. It is always willing to listen and to give
evidence of having heard. It can work at any time
of day and night, every day and every month. It
does not have family problems. It does not try to
perform when sick or hungover. It has no facial
expressions of contempt, shock, surprise, etc. It
is polite, friendly, and always has good manners.
It is comprehensible and has a perfect memory. It
does not seek money. It will cost only a few dol-
lars a session. It does not engage in sex with its
patients. It does what it is supposed to do and no
more. (Colby, 1979: 154f.)

Colby is basically arguing that therapeutic
practice is flawed by its dependency on the
subjectivity of the therapist. The way to
overcome these flaws, and thus improve
practice, was believed to be the application
of models and techniques developed and
evaluated within the framework of techno-
medical science (Turkle, 1997). From this
perspective the computer was considered
valuable because the subjectivity of the ther-
apist was erased. Not only did the computer
avoid making ‘human mistakes’, it also
made possible that models and techniques

derived from psychiatric theory could be im-
plemented in the program and thus applied to
the psychiatric practice through the use of
computers (Colby, 1976 & 1979; Bloom,
1992). 

Today, many researchers would distance
themselves from the rhetoric used by Colby.
However, the basic assumptions made by
Colby can still be found within a contempo-
rary technotherapeutic perspective. Hopes to
develop the ‘human speaking’ psychothera-
pist have diminished, but integration of com-
puters in psychiatric settings is still based
upon the assumption that therapeutic prac-
tice would improve if it was based on infor-
mation technology developed and evaluated
according to theories and methods of techno-
medical science. Thus, the development of
computer programs for testing and treatment
of clients, e.g. through various exercises,
continues and have increasingly commer-
cialised. 

Within the technotherapeutic perspective
quality of computer use is ensured through
the application of mainly two standards. One
is related to the computer’s ability to perform
as a human (e.g. Heiser et al., 1979; Baer et
al., 1993). This criterion was dominant in the
early days of psychiatric computer use. But
with the diminishing hope of constructing ar-
tificial intelligence it has lost some rele-
vance, although it can still be found. Another
more important standard is the computer’s
‘medical’ effect. Computer programs are of-
ten developed with the anticipation that the
use will have a positive effect on the illness
of the client (e.g. Benedict, et al., 1994;
Medalia et al., 1998). Accordingly, the eval-
uations of the programs seek to verify this
hypothesis through controlled clinical trials
well-known from the evaluation of ‘ordi-
nary’ medicine (Hougaard 1987).

Viewed from within the perspective of
much humanistic research and action re-
search the technotherapeutic perspective is
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much too limited. The objection is of course
not related to the interest in improving ther-
apeutic practice through the use of comput-
ers. The problem is rather the view on prac-
tice found within the technotherapeutic per-
spective. Standards are developed ‘far away’
from psychiatric practice and based upon
concepts taken from techno-medical science.
The everyday life of health professionals and
clients is not taken into account. Thus, the
computer is in a way liberated from its tech-
nomedicalised context.

Computers in psychiatric
practice

In collaboration with Klaus Kaasgaard,
Peter Lauritsen carried out fieldwork on
the use of computers in psychiatric prac-

tice. As part of this fieldwork, psychiatrists
and occupational therapists at a psychiatric
hospital as well as clients at an outside clinic
(with former clients as board members) were
interviewed. In addition, participant observa-
tion, including participatory design and eva-
luation processes, was carried out in both
places (Kaasgaard and Lauritsen, 1995 &
1997; Lauritsen et al., 1997; Lauritsen and
Kaasgaard, 1997).

The following analysis of the collected
material shows how the use of computers in
psychiatric practice is conceptualised along
several lines. These conceptualisations in-
clude, but also expand, the technotherapeutic
perspective. In other terms, health profes-
sionals can approve clients’ computer use for
several reasons, but the use must still meet
various standards of quality. This is also the
case when it comes to clients, who first of all
view the computer as a possibility of becom-
ing ‘normal’. This term must, however, be
seen in a socio-historical perspective instead
of a medical.

The computer in the perspective of
health professionals: psychiatrists and
occupational therapists
In psychiatric practice clients use computers
in various ways. It is used for work, leisure
and education, and it is furthermore integrat-
ed in activities of treatment. In principle,
health professionals see the value of all these
uses. Thus, the computer is not just seen as a
treatment tool but as a flexible technology.
This flexibility entails that the decision on
whether or not the computer should be used
and the purposes for which it should be used
is based on local circumstances. These ‘lo-
cal’ decisions are, however, informed by
more general concepts of how to ensure
quality.

An important theme in the perspective of
the psychiatrist, which to some extent also
can be found among the occupational thera-
pists, is the use of computers for improve-
ment of activities directly related to treat-
ment. For example, cognitive dysfunctions
might be rehabilitated through the use of
computer. Thus, as can be seen in the fol-
lowing quote from a project description
made by a psychiatrist, traces of the tech-
notherapeutic perspective can still be found:

The purpose of this investigation is to study the
following questions relevant to treatment:

1. Can a computer based rehabilitation program
advance and sharpen patients’ (persons in tre-
atment) attention span?

2. Can a possible positive effect be generalised to
other ‘attention tasks’ not rehabilitated?

The hypothesis that computer use might im-
prove the cognitive function of the patient is
well-established within technotherapy (Bene-
dict et al. 1994; Medalia et al. 1998). The
question is, however, if a positive output
from the computer use can be transferred to
the broader ecological setting of the patient’s
daily life. 
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Another central theme in the perspectives
of both psychiatrists and occupational thera-
pists is that providing access to computers is
a way of accommodating the clients. Ac-
cording to the health professionals it is im-
portant that psychiatric institutions reflect
the surrounding society where use of com-
puters is a common activity. Therefore, the
institution must offer its clients the possibil-
ity of using computers. It is, however, clear
that the clients’ wish for using computers im-
plies a motivation for engaging in other ac-
tivities. Especially the occupational thera-
pists, but also the psychiatrists, view the
clients’ use of computers as a possibility of
improving social relations. To some clients
intimate social relations, for instance face to
face relations, are difficult to handle. In these
situations the use of computer can make the
relation more anonymous and thereby afford
better communication between client and
health professional. Furthermore, the occu-
pational therapists believe that the use of
Internet and e-mail can strengthen the social
relations of the client in his or hers ordinary
life. This shows in the following statement
by an occupational therapist:

There are so many possibilities [in using compu-
ters]. I have a vision that we had a writing work-
shop. A place with computers where one could
write poems or maybe communicate with other
people in the world through e-mail… It is also a
way of getting in touch with other people. It is a
funny thought that a patient with schizophrenia,
who might be rather isolated in his flat… eve-
ryday goes to a place in order to get food and so,
[and then he] also takes a game of chess with a
guy in Russia or wherever. It opens possibilities
of becoming more active than just staring at the
blue sky.

Thus, the Internet makes it possible for
clients to transgress the limits of the very lo-
cal setting and join a wider community. In

this way the border between ‘the local’ and
‘the global’ context becomes blurred.

The health professionals identify a posi-
tive potential in the clients’ use of computers.
They do, however, also identify certain nega-
tive aspects. For example, social relations
can be damaged if the clients use the com-
puter too much and get too occupied by it,
and thus cut off relations to health profes-
sionals and other clients. Furthermore, it is
feared that some clients become psychotic
by using computers. According to the psy-
chiatrists and occupational therapists it is
therefore important that certain mechanisms
are put in place in order to ensure the quali-
ty of the clients’ use of computers. Thus, it is
found necessary that health professionals
take control over the clients’ computer use. A
health professional made the following re-
mark:

The computer has to be placed in a pre-defined
structure. Otherwise – and this we have experi-
enced – some [patients] would be inclined to sit
in front of the screen all of the time. There is a re-
lative risk attached to [the use of] the computer.
It is, however, not a complete obstacle, I guess.
One can just make some rules on how to use it.

In the end it is for the health professionals to
decide whether or not a client should use the
computer and for what purposes it should be
used. To make this decision professional
knowledge is called for. While the need for
such knowledge is underlined by the occupa-
tional therapists, the psychiatrists highlight
the need for controlled clinical trials if the
computer is to be viewed as a treatment tool.
Thus, even though the computer must be ap-
plied and evaluated according to local con-
tingencies both psychiatrists and occupation-
al therapists draw on general standards of
health for ensuring quality in the use of com-
puters by psychiatric clients.
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The computer in the perspective of the
clients
The clients at a psychiatric outside clinic use
the computer in various work-related activi-
ties (word processing, DTP, etc.). Thus,
taken at face value, the computer is a work-
ing tool, which in addition is used for enter-
tainment and leisure. The computer is, how-
ever, conceptualised along different lines and
measured against other standards than just
being a tool or a leisure activity.

One aspect, which is often mentioned by
the clients, is that it can be hard to perform
activities, which are easy for most other
people, for example writing minutes or let-
ters. However, when a word processor is
used mistakes can be corrected and are not
reflected in the final product. This was often
stressed by the clients as a way of escaping
their stigmatising diagnosis. Furthermore,
computer skills are clearly given high status
by the clients. A client stated:

Well, one day there will be a huge gap [between]
those who use computers and those who do not.
That is the way I look at it. And I realised that a
long time ago. So that is why I have always been
interested in [computers]; because to me [com-
puters] have always been the future.

Thus, to do well in society is closely related
to the ability to master information technol-
ogy. This connection between computers and
‘success’ entails that computers can be used
in other kinds of ‘activities of normalisa-
tion’. For example one client said:

I am not proud of being here… On the one hand
I need that people recognise that I am ill, and I
need that people pay attention to that. On the
other hand, I would like to appear as normal as
possible. So, if I can stick out from the crowd
[the other clients] by being a computer expert
then I can better defend being here.

As indicated here the clients can use the
computer for ‘mobilising arguments’ that
justify their stay at the clinic to themselves,
family and friends. However, the use of com-
puter does at the same time create an ‘inter-
nal’ differentiation between users and non-
users. Thus, computer users are likely to
stick out as ‘more normal’ than clients who
do not engage in computer related activities. 

In our investigation the clients made very
few critical remarks on the use of computers
and often clients, who were unfamiliar with
the new technology, expressed a wish for be-
coming computer users in the future.
However, negative evaluations might be hid-
den by a tacit avoidance behavior and an in-
complete knowledge of how to use the com-
puter. 

Discussion
As described above, the technotherapeutic
research perspective views psychiatric prac-
tice as flawed by ‘the too human therapist’
who relies more on intuition than on theories
and methods approved by techno-medical
science. This is clearly expressed in the call
for controlled clinical trials. But the exam-
ples taken from our empirical study of com-
puter use at two psychiatric institutions show
how the technotherapeutic perspective itself
is flawed and too limited. It ignores, for ex-
ample, situations of use which are not direct-
ly related to treatment, although these situa-
tions are important to health professionals
and clients. In other terms, the technothera-
peutic perspective does not offer much help
to health professionals and clients who are
trying to develop standards that can assure
quality of computer use in other situations
than treatment in a narrow sense of the word.
Thus, it would be reasonable to conclude
that technotherapeutic research is insuffi-
cient because it ignores the context of com-
puter use, and the users’ perspective on this
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use. Following this, another research per-
spective with close affinity to the context of
the users, which could contribute to the de-
velopment of practice, would seem impor-
tant.

However, the call for such a research per-
spective is not entirely unproblematic. Ar-
guing for a closer attention to practice runs
the danger of unreflexively falling back upon
the concepts of ‘context’ and ‘user-perspec-
tive’. In much humanistic research as well as
in action research these concepts arguably
imply a romantic view on practice as pure
and uncontaminated by ‘the outer world’.
Thus, ‘context’ is viewed as a container de-
marcating the local practice from ‘the glo-
bal’. Likewise ‘the user perspective’ seems
to denote a ‘subjective’ world-view closely
linked to the local context and thus contrast-
ed to ‘a general’ or ‘an objective’ way of
knowing the world. These sharp distinctions
are, however, difficult to maintain. As our in-
vestigation shows the perspectives of the
psychiatrists are clearly informed by techno-
medical science. And in the ‘local’ practices
of the occupational therapists and clients one
finds traces of ‘general’ concepts of health.
Thus, what is needed is a kind of research
not limited by artificial borders of ‘the con-
text’ or ‘the user-perspective’. 

Such a perspective on practice could
benefit from several theoretical positions.
Thus, both discourse theory (Foucault,
1990), and Actor-Network-Theory (Callon
and Latour, 1981; Latour, 1993) have at-
tempted to free actors from their entrapment
in local contexts without placing themselves
in a structuralist position. Thus, according to
Callon and Latour (1981: 279)…

We cannot distinguish between macro-actors (in-
stitutions, organizations, social classes, parties,
states) and micro-actors (individuals, groups, fa-
milies) on the basis of their dimensions, since

they are all, we might say, the ‘same size’, or
rather since size is what is primarily at stake in
their struggles it is also, therefore, their most im-
portant result.

And even in the phenomenological tradition
(sometimes used for legitimising the focus
on ‘context’ and ‘user-perspective’) one
finds concepts breaking the barrier to the
surrounding world. This is apparent in the
work of Alfred Schutz, well-known for his
sociological analysis of the life-world
(Schutz and Luckmann, 1985 & 1989).
According to Schutz every situation is, in a
strict sense, unique. It is, however, at the
same time typical. When actors organise, or
‘construct’, a situation they draw on a reser-
voir of experiences on how to handle ‘this
kind of situation’. These experiences are or-
ganised in ‘types’. That is, ‘frames’ or
‘heuristics’ which enable the actor to recog-
nise and handle the present, unique situation
because of its similarity to other situations.
Even though the types held by the actor are
unique and applied in different ways accord-
ing to the specific situation, the interpreta-
tion of the situation is not solely dependent
on local contingencies. This is so because the
types of the individual are founded in the so-
cial history of wider society. Through pro-
cesses of socialisation the individual takes
over typical ways of handling typical situa-
tions. What is briefly indicated here is im-
portant to our investigation and to the more
general discussion of ‘context’ and ‘user-
perspective’. Following Schutz, health pro-
fessionals and clients take local contingen-
cies into account when understanding com-
puter use, but at the same time they draw on
a socio-historical reservoir of resources. If
this is neglected the concepts of ‘context’
and ‘user-perspective’ might be reduced to
seductive devices for well-meaning research. 
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Summary
Information technologies (IT) have become a politi-
cally important issue over the last ten years.
Governmental reports promote the idea of a new in-
formation society, or network society, where ITs are
a prerequisite for the economic and social develop-
ment. The discourse and the rhetoric about technolo-
gy and its relation to society are dominated by mod-
ern, rational and macrosocial understandings of tech-
nology. In this paper we challenge dominant rational
discourses on technology and present alternative
views to bring new perspectives to the subject in or-
der to complicate and enrich our understanding of
technology and how it relates to society. Our aim is
to develop a theoretical framework that can account
for a dynamic and microsocial approach to studying
the implementation of an Electronic Patient Record
(EPR) at a Danish hospital. The key notions in the
framework are ‘trading zone’, ‘cooperation’ and
‘technological translations’.

Introduction

Information technologies (IT) have be-
come a politically important issue over
the last ten years. Governmental reports,

such as Information Society Year 2000
(Dybkjær & Christensen 1994), or the more
recent Digital Denmark (Dybkjær & Linde-
gaard 1999), promote the idea of a new soci-

ety, an information society, knowledge soci-
ety or network society, where these tech-
nologies are a prerequisite for the economic
and social development. Advanced ITs are
considered a necessary investment in order
for society to survive in international compe-
tition. 

The message is that technology can re-
form and revolutionize every sector of soci-
ety. The discourse and the rhetoric about
technology and its relation to society are
dominated by modern, rational and macroso-
cial understandings of technology. The pre-
occupation with learning, knowledge and in-
formation as key elements in the economy
and in society points to the spreading of cog-
nitivist and cybernetic discourses and ima-
geries.

In this paper we want to challenge domi-
nant rational discourses on technology and
present alternative views. The idea is to bring
new perspectives to the subject in order to
complicate and enrich our understanding of
technology and how it relates to society. Our
aim is to develop a theoretical framework
that can account for a dynamic and microso-
cial approach to studying technology. More
precisely we want to develop an approach by
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which to study the implementation of an
Electronic Patient Record (EPR) at a Danish
hospital. 

Instead of addressing these questions at
macrosocial or macropolitical levels, we pre-
fer to focus on the mundane processes in-
volved in implementing or domesticating
technologies locally. We draw on methods
and insights coming out of the Humanities
and newer research fields such as ‘Sociology
of Scientific Knowledge’ (SSK) and ‘Sci-
ence and Technology Studies’ (STS) and not
least on some of the controversies within
these fields, especially concerning agency
and materiality (Olesen 1996, Markussen
2000, Lykke 2000). Before we dig deeper
into the theoretical framework that guides
our fieldwork, we will map out the terrain by
introducing two different perspectives on
power and technology.

Spreading the work –
Modern and amodern
perspectives on technology 

It is quite common to see a technology
such as the EPR as a tool by which to ap-
ply national (or global) standards to local

health care practices. It is not surprising,
then, that the EPR is often taken to be an in-
strument of power; a political, economic or
technical power building on macrosocial
ideals of rational or efficient health care
work to enforce specific improvements to the
quality of health care. But this does not need
to be the only way of understanding the cir-
culation and incorporation of EPR in the
practices of health care. In ‘The Powers of
Association’, the French sociologist, Bruno
Latour, has suggested a distinction between
two models of understanding the circulation
of facts and artefacts: ‘the diffusion model’
and ‘the translation model’ (Latour 1986).

Latour points out three key elements in
the diffusion model of the circulation of facts

and artefacts through time and space: 1)
There is an initial power or energy that starts
the circulation; 2) There is a certain inertia
that preserves this energy; and 3) There is a
medium through which the fact or artefact
circulates. (Latour 1986:266f). The one who
initiated the circulation, is thus in a very
powerful position according to this model.
The great advantage is that one can explain
everything by pointing to the person or the
party with the initial power, or by pointing
out the degree of resistance in the medium. 

In the diffusion model it is not the dis-
placement of the artefact or fact that need to
be explained, but the speed by which it is
distributed; and that depends on other
people’s actions and reactions. The circula-
tion of an EPR, for instance, is fairly easy to
explain within the diffusion model. The EPR
has some initial qualities which pretty much
guarantees its success as a rationalising tool,
and when it does not succeed it is due to the
reactions by reluctant people or organisa-
tional barriers. Such (groups of) people slow
down the speed of the EPR’s diffusion –
while proponents will attempt to speed up
the process.

In contrast to this rationalistic model
Latour suggests another one in which it is as-
sumed that the fate of a fact or an artefact is
in the hands of later users. Each of them will
react to it in many different ways: by throw-
ing it away, neglecting it, bending it, betray-
ing it, modifying it, etc. They translate it in
accordance with their own interests and pro-
jects. An order is for instance rarely trans-
mitted faithfully through many links in a
chain of people – and “if it occurs it requires
explanation.” (Latour 1986:267).

It means that if no one takes over a certain
fact or artefact, nothing more will happen!
Power is not something you have or are able
to accumulate. You may have power in prac-
tice, but then you do not have it; or you may
have power in theory, and then you have no

36

Outlines-2001-2.qxd  23-11-01  10:28  Side 36



power. This model of circulation is similar to
a game of football in that the initial kick-off
is no more important than the 10th or the
324th kick at the ball. The ‘diffusion’ of an
EPR is persistent work. This also means that
one should not look at users as passive ‘mail
men’ whose sole spectrum of behaviour has
to do with slowing down or speeding up the
process of circulation. Rather, they are ‘ac-
tors’ who contribute equally to the circula-
tion of the EPR by translating it to fit with
their own projects and (perhaps) by bringing
it on to new actors.

In short, if we follow Latours suggestion,
we may, on the one hand, choose to look for
the forces and people who initiated the EPR,
and for the subsequent effects in the health
systems that make the process of diffusion
slow down or speed up. On the other hand,
we may study how each separate actor, tak-
ing over the EPR, will translate it in accor-
dance with her own projects. In the former
model the fact or artefact is assumed to be
transmitted through the medium. In the latter
it is taken to be transformed by the actors. In
the former it is the derivation from the origi-
nal EPR that needs to be explained; in the
latter it is the invariant qualities that should
be accounted for.

As the Dutch sociologist, Marc Berg, has
shown (Berg 1998, 2000), a formalism (e.g.
an EPR), and the reality domain, covered by
that formalism (e.g. a local oncology ward)
are simultaneously transformed in processes
of implementation and use. Hence, formal-
ism is not above reality. It is itself a working
element in a practical context with the possi-
bility of being incorporated into local idioms
and practices, while the local context is si-
multaneously being transformed in certain
respects by the work of the formalism. This
dual aspect of bringing formalisms into play
with a reality domain may be expressed by
the term ‘local universality’, emphasising
that universals, or standards always are in-

corporated – reflexively – in a local setting.
Here ‘local setting’ can be anything from a
ward at a hospital to a department at the Mi-
nistry of Health. 

In this paper we will take over Latours
translation model and use it to kick off our
own project. By doing that we renounce the
macrosocial belief in transparent transmis-
sions of technology through time and space.
Instead, we will assume that ‘successful cir-
culation’ of technological systems is the ef-
fect of local processes of translation. 

In what follows we will first discuss some
aspects of the diffusion model, which is still
at the heart of political discourses on ratio-
nalising the health services. Second, we sug-
gest an analytic tool to understand and de-
scribe the local transformations involving the
EPR, and third, we return to Latour to dis-
cuss some shortcomings of the – modernist –
distinctions between facts and fictions, and
text and materiality. If we assume that such
separations are ontologically given, we will
not be able to understand the boring, but per-
sistent border-crossings between texts and
materiality, the unmentioned commonplaces
in everyday work practices that abjure di-
chotomies between signs and things.

Standards of Work and
making standards work

On a macropolitical level, the Danish
Public Health Services are challeng-
ed by political decisions to boost

computer based information technology in
health work on a national scale. The practi-
cal extent of the challenge is becoming more
and more lucid through the ambitious plans
to develop and implement a national EPR. It
is an explicit objective in contemporary gov-
ernmental or other political programmes to
make basic functions and activities in the na-
tional health services more rational and effi-
cient, and hence more economical in order to
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improve the treatments of patients and up-
grade the organisation of health care work. 

For such ambitions to be fulfilled, the
governmental agencies aim to secure a
shared set of standards. These standards are
of different kinds. There must be common or
interchangeable standards for database struc-
ture, search hierarchies, programming lan-
guages, and hardware capacity. These stan-
dards are all taken to be of a ‘purely’ techni-
cal or semi-technical sort. There will further-
more have to be a focus on the use of profes-
sional language and terminology; for in-
stance classification and definition of key
words, and how to structure processes of
communication; this is about semantic stan-
dards (Sundhedsstyrelsen 2000). User inter-
face is yet another domain, in which there
have to be considerations about shared stan-
dards. Moreover, job performance will have
to be coordinated by the various groups of
health professionals, both internally and in
accordance with other groups and domains.
Without tending to all levels of the standardi-
sation work, it will probably not be possible
to achieve the desired computer supported
health services on a national scale. 

The coordinated work of standardisation
is thus crucial for a successful implementa-
tion of the electronic patient record to hap-
pen. We believe, however, that this immense
undertaking will not come out well if the
task of articulating standards is understood
in a too rigid sense, which excludes ambigu-
ous interaction and a certain recognition of
what we term an electronic ‘trading zone’.
Standardisation will also have to encompass
axiological, communicative, material and or-
ganisational aspects of the health services.
But these aspects can not be conceived as
anything but independent tasks of standardi-
sation. 

When for example Danish nurses partake
in an assignment to explicate their profes-
sional terminology to bring it in accordance

with the International Classification of Nur-
sing Practice, ICNP, they also contribute to a
redefinition of nursing practice as such. The
subtitle to the first Danish ICNP report (Mor-
tensen 1996) is, in our translation: A Com-
mon Professional Language in Nursing1. We
think those words express rather well the
wish of the proponents to promote – one ver-
sion of – an improved, shared reality in nurs-
ing to overcome geographic and communica-
tive barriers. But if only a limited number of
very general concepts are included in the
master classification, that work is not likely
to overcome the unwanted barriers. While a
new standardised classification may provoke
a number of changes among nurses in local
hospital wards, that does not necessarily
mean that their communication has become
easier. One may characterise all the different
kinds of standardisation work as politics of
incorporation to stress that such heteroge-
neous kinds of action are non-exclusive di-
mensions of health care work, and any other
enterprise involving coordinated actions.

The Trading Zone

The basic assumption guiding our ap-
proach to investigating the incorpora-
tion of an EPR is that processes of

change have to be described within a frame
of description which encompasses both for-
mal and informal, both symbolic and ma-
terial, and theoretical and practical aspects of
EPR implementation. In an attempt to estab-
lish such an approach we suggest the concept
of a trading zone as the key term to signify a
broad but still vigorous frame of analysis. By
introducing this term we wish to explore
whether the multiple processes of EPR im-
plementation in the health care services can
be understood analytically as ‘trading within
a demarcated area’.
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The concept of a trading zone, as suggested
here, has been developed by the historian of
science, Peter Galison, as an analytic tool to
encompass collaboration and coordination in
large-scale, high-energy physical experi-
ments (Galison 1997). The core question Ga-
lison wishes to answer is: What makes theo-
rists, experimentalists, instrumentalists and
participants from other advanced professions
able to cooperate for an extensive period of
time on a high-end physical experiment – in
spite of vast differences in outlook, method-
ology, skills, and grasp of the problems in-
volved? How might a historian of science
best be able to grasp the involved processes
and relations avoiding both the “Scylla of ex-
aggerated homogeneity and the Charybdis of
mere aggregation”? (Galison 1997:46). –
Galisons stimulating suggestion is that the
experimenters succeeded because they en-
gaged in ‘trade in a limited zone’. The con-
cept emphasises local coordination without
reference to some external standard, and that
a trading zone should be seen as “a social,
material, and intellectual mortar binding to-
gether the disunified traditions (.)” (Galison
1997:803). 

In this and the following sections we will
elaborate on the concept of trading zone, to
make these ideas clearer. We do not pretend
to remain loyal to Galisons conception, be-
cause our target is different from his. He
wishes to explore texts and machines of past
events, and we want to investigate what, fol-
lowing Latour, we term: ‘naturally occurring
experiments’ in real time settings. Hence,
while Galison uses the trading zone to sort
out historical material about highly profiled
events of the past, we look for concepts that
can sort out ethnographic material about
mundane and taken for granted events of the
present.

In a first approximation a trading zone is
a place you can ‘enter’ and ‘leave’ again.
This point is important, because it makes it

possible to describe how various actors can
take part in some coordinated work and leave
it again. Not least in the domain of EPR we
think this dimension is relevant. Designers,
who are engaged in developing such systems
all day, may easily forget that their cus-
tomers are not computer literate like them-
selves; rather they are professionals of vari-
ous kinds who – on some occasions during
work – might engage in EPR related tasks. 
Hence, we do not believe that most health
professionals will regard the EPR as some
sort of omnipresent work environment;
rather it will be used in measured doses
alongside other means of work. By using the
trading zone as a reminder of the demarca-
tion between inside and outside the zone, it
is possible to see the incorporation as a num-
ber of processes on level with other tasks in-
volved in health care work. This understand-
ing goes against macrosocial ideas of the
electronic medical record as something hov-
ering above various work practices and func-
tions in the hospital ward.

The term ‘trade’ should be understood in
the broadest sense as sale, exchange, transfer
or bartering of everything from goods and
services, over methods and tricks, to knowl-
edge and beliefs. In the zone the traders can
reach agreement about the specifics in an ex-
change in spite of vast differences in how to
conceive of the goods, or what meaning to
assign to the trading activity. Hence, trading
is not an activity involving participants on an
equal footing; some of them may only par-
ticipate from necessity and small capital,
while others bring great enthusiasm and for-
tune to the trading zone. 

Most likely, some health professionals
will meet the introduction of an EPR in a lo-
cal medical ward with great enthusiasm and
others with utter dislike. Some of the former
may be involved in deciding to implement
the system in the first place; some may al-
ready be proficient computer users, or they
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are keen to learn more. Other health profes-
sionals might not want to use computers at all
for various reasons, for fear that they make
fatal mistakes, or because they do not feel up
to the task of handling technical systems, or
perhaps based on different ideas about gen-
uine medical work. In between these two
poles there will be a whole range of attitudes
and coping strategies. But the point is that
most of these actors, who enter the zone of
EPR-handling, will expect certain coordinat-
ed actions and assumptions about patients
and electronic registration etc. from them-
selves and other ‘traders’. And because of
these expectations they will be able to do the
trading in spite of other differences.

To us, the important thing is to develop an
analytic framework that captures the proces-
ses through which individuals and groups
become able to reach agreement, processes
that make them succeed in coordinating their
behaviour inside the local borders of the
zone, even though they may disagree on a
large scale outside this domain. This empha-
sises the need to understand local coordina-
tion of material, symbolic and cultural sys-
tems. The subcultures, to use Galison’s ter-
minology, or groups involved in trade may
disagree about the equivalencies they have
established, or about the information they
have exchanged in the process. But none the
less, if the EPR works satisfactorily, they
have reached a stable level of exchange for
the time being. They restrict, as Galison sug-
gests, their beliefs and actions to receive
some ends. This points to another feature of
the trading zone, which also concerns its lev-
el of stability. 

Zone language

It might be tempting to think of the zone
as some sort of fixed place or territory,
neutral to the exchanges that take place

within the area. This is not the idea. In some

cases a zone of trading can be unstable be-
cause of its infrequent nature. The annual
fair in the local town can be an example of
this, just as pilot projects and provisional ex-
periments with user involvement in compu-
ter systems development. Probably most
trading under such circumstances will be
based on already established values, like the
typical price of a soft drink at the fair, or for-
mer work experiences with computers. In
short, it is not such a big deal, and trading is
predominantly non-committing to the parties
involved. 

Trading zones of a more committing na-
ture are characterised not only by specific
meeting places, but also by a contact lan-
guage that ensures stable contact. The capac-
ity of the contact language will vary from
practical jargon, over functional pidgin, to
fully developed Creole. Let us say a bit more
about this linguistic aspect of trading to hint
at the potential, analytic richness of under-
standing EPR incorporation in such terms.
(Galison 1997, chapter 1 & 9, Todd 1990)

Practical jargon is contact language of a
very rudimentary kind, like the English
phrase: ‘how much?’. Such phrases seem to
be universally valid in economical exchange,
however large the linguistic barrier may oth-
erwise be. Pidgin is a hybrid language used
in exchanges between e.g. European and
East Asian traders. Pidgin was adopted to
Chinese, and contains English, as well as
various Asian words and phrases. A Pidgin is
only used as a contact language, and al-
though it may develop into a fairly stable
means of contact, it is not spoken on a daily
basis outside the zone. 

Creole was the language spoken by the
original slave population in the West Indies
and parts of South- and Central- America.
‘Creole’ has become the common term for
all such languages with simplified grammar
and strong phonetic changes of the original
languages, e.g. French, Spanish or Portu-
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guese. As a pidgin expands to cover a wider
variety of events and objects, it starts to play
a larger role in people’s life. When children
are brought up in a zone of expanded pidgin,
this language will have to serve a much
wider set of needs. And it may now be called
a Creole, to signify this change of status.

Both pidgin and Creole are linguistic con-
cepts that refer to language at the boundaries
between distinct groups of people. Pidgin
describes the contact language people devel-
op to engage in trade, and which they tend to
leave behind when departing from the zone.
A Creole, by contrast, is a pidgin that has be-
come so complex, that it is able to serve as a
fairly independent and stable, native lan-
guage to ‘inhabitants’ in a zone of extended
common practices.

In her outline of a pragmatic theory of lan-
guage, Barbara Herrnstein Smith suggests
that pidgins, or contact languages, can be
seen as a good model of how linguistic norms
emerge through ad hoc pragmatic coordina-
tion. She describes communication as a lan-
guage loop, a “circuit or system of reciprocal
effectivity, that is, a dynamic process that
works – has appropriate effects, but not the
same effects – for both those who act and
those who re-act”. (Smith 1997:54). Lan-
guage should be seen as a ‘slice of social life’
without clear boundaries between the begin-
ning or the end of the realm of the verbal.
One can argue that facial expressions, bodily
gestures, clothing, material equipment etc.
should be in- or excluded in language, thus
making the slice thinner or thicker. 

Verbal agents do not follow autonomous
rules, and verbal forms have no inherent sig-
nifying powers. “The relatively stable going
of that circuit is what makes our behaviour as
verbal agents seem rule-governed, and also
what makes it seem that particular recurrent
verbal forms (words, phrases, inscriptions,
inflections, gestures, intonations, pauses,
and so on) have particular ostensive, connec-

tive, effective, or evocative powers –“mean-
ings” – within or attached to them.”(Smith
1997:55). Her account emphasises that pid-
gins not only occur at boundaries between
cultures or subcultures. From her pragmatic
perspective pidgins can also stress the condi-
tions of communication and interaction more
generally.

We suggest that zone language may be a
beneficial analytic tool when trying to grasp
the symbolic and material exchanges that
takes place and develops between various
professional groups and individuals involved
in accommodating an EPR in a practical set-
ting. By studying the literature on EPR, ac-
cessible to the relevant professional groups,
and by listening to their exchanges while en-
gaged in EPR-related tasks, we hope to be
able to map the linguistic resources of these
groups to develop a zone language. This
analysis of language use may reveal some-
thing about the abilities of the various actors
to enter the zone; if there are dominant
groups; how an improved command of the
zone language may change the understand-
ing of the electronic patient record; and how
far it makes sense to compare zone lan-
guages with profession-based languages in
order to study incompatibilities, mingling
and transformations.

Slicing the zone
While the concept of a zone language may
show useful as a means to understand some
of the symbolic interaction, it should not ex-
clude or be seen as opposed to material or
spatial conditions of the trading activity, as
suggested by Herrnstein Smith. In Galison’s
case the idea is explicitly “to expand the no-
tion of contact languages to include struc-
tured symbolic systems that would not nor-
mally be included within the domain of “nat-
ural” language” (Galison1997:835). Galison
stresses that even “natural” languages are

41
OUTLINES • No. 2 • 2001

Outlines-2001-2.qxd  23-11-01  10:28  Side 41



Randi Markussen & Finn Olesen: Information Technology and Politics of Incorporation

conditioned by intentional interventions that
makes it difficult to establish a clear distinc-
tion between the natural and the ‘artificial’ or
‘unnatural’ such as for instance a computer
language or electronic circuit design. 

Thus Galison is concerned with specify-
ing the ‘slice of social life’ that makes up the
contact zone for distinct subcultures within
physics and the media of exchange they de-
ploy, be it language or material analogues:

“This suggests that the process of “black boxing”
can be seen as the precise material analogue of
the more linguistic forms of pidginization; just as
terms like “electron” can acquire a decontextua-
lised meaning, so items like a local oscillator, a
charged coupled device, and a computer memory
can function as binding elements between sub-
cultures when stripped from their original con-
texts and coordinated with new ones.” (1997:
836)

Furthermore, Galison suggests that it is the
ability to restrict and localise symbolic sys-
tems for the purposes of coordinating them
at the margins that makes the linking of the
subcultures of physics possible. He stresses
that it is not a question of translating from
one subculture to another, but to work out “a
powerful, locally understood language to co-
ordinate their actions.” (1997:833).

In a revealing passage Galison makes an
explicit comparison between a trading zone
and the concept of a ‘boundary object’ as de-
veloped by Leigh Star and Griesemer
(1989). Star and Griesemer want to show
that certain objects can simultaneously take
part in separate group’s very different ideas
and practices about these objects while up-
holding a uniform identity across such
boundaries at the same time. To Galison the
“...notion of cooperation through hetero-
geneity is key for their project and mine.”
(Galison 1997:47, note 48). While Star and
Griesemer speak about ‘translations’ be-
tween various groups of the objects, Galison

argues that languages are more generous
than allowing different groups to exchange
nouns designating some objects. Language
will allow of “...locally shared procedures
and interpretations as well as objects.”
(1997:47)

Both parties deal with historical analyses
of successful examples of cooperation. The
concept of trading fits fairly well within a
symbolic interactionist tradition, which Star
and Griesemer’s approach comes out of.
This shows for instance in the explicit use of
Anselm Strauss’ concept of social worlds.
They carry, however, their approach further,
when they bring in the concept of translation.
By doing so they refer to an understanding of
power and materiality as demonstrated by
Latour. In our reading, there is a tension be-
tween the latter, amodern latourian approach
and Galison’s modern insistence on the trad-
ing zone as a limited zone that relies on a re-
stricted language, a pidgin. Nevertheless, we
have chosen to consider this tension a re-
source within our own approach that needs
to be further developed. We will return to
this issue further below. 

At this point, however, we want to stress
that although a computer is a symbol pro-
cessing machine, it is also a very material
piece of equipment, and the surroundings in
which all computer related interaction take
place possess a number of material qualities.
The activities in a trading zone causes cer-
tain kinds of material or spatial relations to
occur; between human actors, and between
humans and non-humans. We want to de-
scribe the development and maintenance of
these relations by using the term ‘zone
space’.

Zone space
The gradual installation, improvement and
tuning of the inventory of the zone space
contribute to an increased coordination of
common actions and beliefs. A study into the

42

Outlines-2001-2.qxd  23-11-01  10:28  Side 42



technical and ‘carthograpic’ abilities of the
various health professionals will hopefully
yield independent information about the
trading activity in the zone. Not least their
technical understanding, their patterns of
movement, spatial conceptions and aware-
ness of inside/outside the zone is worth
studying.

These reflections on zone space are not
least inspired by ethnographic field studies
in scientific laboratories, better known as
‘laboratory studies’ (Gooding 1989, Hacking
1988, Knorr Cetina 1992, Knorr Cetina
1999). Some of those studies have docu-
mented how the actual laboratory as a spa-
tial-material environment contributes to the
formation of scientific theories by reconfi-
guring a particular emerging order of self-
other-thing. As Knorr Cetina states in her
book Epistemic Cultures: “Not only objects
but also scientists are malleable with respect
to a spectrum of behavioural possibilities. In
the laboratory, scientists are methods of in-
quiry; they are part of a field’s research strat-
egy and a technical device in the production
of knowledge.” (Knorr Cetina 1999:29) Just
as scientists may become reconfigured and
workable in relation to the interiour of the
laboratory, so may secretaries, doctors, phar-
macists and nurses be malleable components
in the gradually emerging order following a
successful incorporation of an EPR. Alter-
natively, the lack of mouldable agents may
serve as a resource in trying to understand
why some attempts at incorporations failed.

We believe that a focused attention to the
unique qualities of the zone space will dis-
close something important about non-discur-
sive and non-mental components of the co-
ordinated actions to incorporate an EPR in
the work practices in a hospital ward. 

Let us now return to the tension between
the analytic concept of a trading zone as sug-
gested by Galison and the micro-sociologi-
cal concepts developed by Latour. As stated

earlier, Galison takes the zone to be a kind of
common meeting ground, where various al-
ready established individuals and groups will
develop a shared set of standards to coordi-
nate their actions, beliefs and technologies.
But how well does that fit with concepts
stemming from Latour’s approach in trying
to understand the dynamics of zone develop-
ment in time and space? In an attempt to an-
swer that question, one may try to consider
how a new project, plan or undertaking be-
gins, and how it will develop from there, ac-
cording to the proposals stated above. 

Initially there is a firm relation between
what is context and content in any new pro-
ject. For instance, a small group of designers
and health professionals in a hospital ward, a
computer system, a wish to improve on the
quality of written documentation, some soft-
ware, and the space of a meeting room may
be the sole context; the incorporation of a
new computer system in the ward might be
the content. At this stage it is inconsequen-
tial, however, to talk about the universally
given EPR; there is not yet a locally embed-
ded (universal) EPR that will improve on the
quality of the written documentation. Only if
the networks of the content is extended –
separated from the initial context – and sta-
bilised will it be possible to speak about the
EPR as ‘the more effective means of written
documentation’ – as if it has always existed
independent of its original context. Thus, if
the computer system, the wish to improve
and the initial group of people are able to ini-
tiate some new sets of standardised practices
and some new sociotechnical competencies
at the hospital wards, and if the computer
system is malleable enough to reciprocate
various styles of clinical practice (Fujimura
1994); only then will the content and context
be separated. In other words, only if later ac-
tors take over the EPR and use it in their pro-
jects, will the ‘better, more efficient’ system
of the EPR become a black box and, conse-
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quently, turn into the universally given stan-
dard by which to measure the health care
work in all hospital wards, etc.

As we saw earlier, Galison spoke about
material black boxing as a “…precise mater-
ial analogue of the more linguistic forms of
pidginizasions”. A first indication of the ten-
sion between his position and Latour’s
shows, we think, in his clear distinction be-
tween the material and semiotic dimensions
of the zone. The latourians would insist that
such dichotomies are transformed and dis-
obeyed in many ways during the evolvement
of the zone. Hence, what was taken to be
categories of materiality and language in the
initial phase of a joint project may not be
such distinct categories at a later stage. Ga-
lison represent in this respect, then, a modern
view of language as separate from its ma-
chines (Masten et al. 1997), while Latour
would talk about translations and displaced
links between material and semiotic agen-
cies. 

Furthermore, the human agents seem to
be fairly stable participants in the various
subcultures of the zone in Galison’s perspec-
tive. They are the ones who perform certain
acts in order to establish a contact language
and to coordinate the skills and beliefs with-
in the zone. On the other hand, the Latour-
perspective would assume that not just the
materialities and textualities, but also the
agencies are transformed in the development
of a network. Hence, both humans and non-
humans are folded in dynamic contextu-
alised, sociotechnical practices. In short,
while Galison, as historian of science, is con-
fronted with the written documentations of
modern mans endeavors in his laboratory,
the latourians are confronted with the messy
practices of stabilising the present.

We think the above discussion indicates
some part of the tension between the built-in
modern approach to the topic of research in
Galison’s concept of the trading zone, and

the explicit break with modernity in the la-
tourian approach. We wish to emphasise that
we also find a high degree of implicit and ex-
plicit agreement between the two approach-
es, but here we want to make the tension
productive. In the next section we will elab-
orate further on that difference between
modern and amodern approaches to studying
EPR and other technological systems.

Sociotechnical discourses –
and politics of incorporation

In his analysis of technical mediation
Bruno Latour suggests that we abandon
the subject – object dichotomy and con-

sequently a modern perspective on technolo-
gy. Instead, he recommends that we talk
about humans and nonhumans and how they
constantly interact in collectives. He de-
scribes technical mediation as a process of
translation that modifies both the human and
the nonhuman components involved in ac-
tions. In his symmetrical analysis actions are
not a human privilege but involve nonhu-
mans as well, stressing the collective of hu-
mans and nonhumans. Actions become a
property of associated entities, not a proper-
ty of humans. Technical artefacts never exist
just as objects, they are always embedded in
institutions. In Latours words: “Boeing 747s
do not fly, airlines fly.” (Latour 1999:193) 

Furthermore, technical mediation in-
cludes a crossing of the boundary between
signs and things. Latour uses the example of
‘the sleeping policemen,’ the speed bumps
that prevent you from driving too fast in a
much more literal manner than a sign indi-
cating ‘Don’t drive too fast’ does. He shows
that this is not a question of shifting from
discourse to matter, but a complex process of
delegations involving several shifts: An ‘ac-
torial’ shift: The policeman or the sign is re-
placed by a bump. But the shift is also spa-
tial: A new actant has come into existence
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that changes what it means to drive there. In
addition, the shift is temporal as the bump is
there all the time while the actors/actants –
humans and nonhumans – involved in the
construction of the bump, have gone, even
though their actions are still active and alive
(1999:188f). 

The transformative power of an artefact
such as a medical record rests on its ability to
accumulate inscriptions and coordinate
events. It recollects what happened to a pa-
tient, so that the doctor is relieved of think-
ing of it. It affords cooperation between
health care workers without a need for per-
sonal communication. An actant such as the
record involves crossings of the boundary
between signs and things, just as well as spa-
tial and temporal shifts. Delegation implies
that we are ‘folded into nonhumans’ as
Latour puts it. Whenever we confront a tech-
nical object, we are never at the beginning,
but at the end of a long process of mediators.
Latour’s account throws light on recent de-
velopment in discourses on technology. The
interdisciplinary field of health care infor-
matics in Denmark, for instance, does not
consider systems development merely a
question of programming and design. It does
not believe that formal models map the
world correctly, and that human interaction
is best described within these terms. Orga-
nisational questions have come to the fore,
and many people find the idea of user in-
volvement rational and a reasonable step in
order to construct both solid designs and user
support. Thus many initiatives involve pilot
projects and local experiments with user in-
volvement at hospitals in Denmark.

One of the early projects took place in the
mid 90s at Hvidovre Hospital (DSI rapport
96.05). The aim of the project was to reveal
‘necessary user demands,’ and the report
about the experiences stresses the organisa-
tional questions in the process. It describes

the task of the new field of medical infor-
matics as bridging between information
technology and health care work (1996:31).
It considers the question of understanding in-
formation technology in the ‘traditional
sense’ as secondary and the health care
processes as the primary topic and the van-
tage point from which to understand IT
(p.12). 

The idea of a primary and a secondary
subject establishes a dualism with health
care processes at the one pole and technolo-
gy at the other. It reflects the modern subject
– object distinction and suggests that health
care work and patient care management can
provide a unique base from which one can
make demands on the technology. The tech-
nology, on the other hand, is considered sec-
ondary and neutral, but none the less, some-
thing one is free to make demands on, re-
quirements that the technology is supposed
to honour. 

The idea, that technology is neutral, also
shows in the widespread use of the term sup-
port. IT should, among other things, support
that the patients get the best treatment with-
out unnecessary waiting, and support that
they feel they are informed the best way, just
as it should make administrative work and
research more efficient (1996:33). It is un-
mistakable that the unique features of the
work are mixed up with images of the tech-
nology and what it can do, even though the
report does not recognise this paradox. What
is described as the subject, the unique fea-
tures of the work, is thus replaced with the
secondary thing, the object, as technology is
regarded as the medium that guarantees the
improvements. 

This move is also at stake in the discus-
sion of one of the important concepts in the
report, the handling of patient trajectories
that the EPR should be made to support. 
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“A trajectory of a patient can be seen from diffe-
rent points of view. For instance a health profes-
sional, an administrator, or the patient can each
have their own perspective that again might vary
depending on where they are situated within the
‘system’. Different levels of details are also at
stake. Does a trajectory of a patient consist in a
sequence of events (visitations for instance),
which can be related to certain states (illness/di-
seases ex), and actions (nursing for instance)? It
is not simple to find an unambiguous definition.”
(DSI 1996:44)2

The quote demonstrates a subtle move from
recognising the heterogeneity in the work to
the need for a homogenous and unambigu-
ous definition that a computer can under-
stand. The position is that “design of a usable
EPR is not just a task for informatics but
mostly a question of understanding health
care work practices.” (DSI 1996:44). It re-
cognises that social and organisational as-
pects of work practices are important in in-
formation system development and even
states that these aspects are the most impor-
tant in order produce the best fit between the
technology and the work. 

The approach can be called a modern so-
ciotechnical approach as it builds on a sub-
ject – object dichotomy and an a priori dis-
tinction between the social and the technical.
The idea of the technical is similar to a for-
mal approach, while work and organisation-
al aspects are described as belonging to an-

other domain. The metaphor bridging de-
picts a politics of incorporation that presup-
poses two separate domains and still under-
stands technology as neutral. In order to do
the bridging, medical informatics needs a
broader definition of the EPR-concept than
the strictly technical. The report names it a
holistic picture that can be broken down in
different points of view: patient care manage-
ment, a problem-oriented approach, ethics,
organisation and information technology
(DSI 1996:20).

The amodern approach can also be termed
sociotechnical, but the politics of incorpora-
tion is very different. The principle of sym-
metry involves giving up on the idea that so-
ciety and nature a priori belong to two onto-
logically different domains. Action is no
longer a human privilege, and the subject-
object dichotomy is replaced by humans and
nonhumans that constantly interact in collec-
tives. Metaphors or concepts such as media-
tion, translation, folding, modification, and
transformation emphasise that no one is left
untouched by the encounter, and neither is
the one reduced to the other. 

Both the modern and the amodern ap-
proach and not least the tension between
them are important in clarifying and develop-
ing our frame of description and the idea of
the electronic trading zone. By rejecting the
idea of translation and the symmetrical ap-
proach to humans and non humans, Galison
stays within a modern approach. It remains to
be seen where our experiences with studying
a naturally occuring experiment at a local
ward and our experiments with ‘electrifying’
the trading zone will take us. 
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2 In Danish: Et patientforløb kan anskues ud fra
forskellige synsvinkler, fx vil en sundhedspro-
fessionel, en administrator eller patienten have
hver deres perspektiv, som igen vil variere, alt
efter hvor de befinder sig i “systemet”. Der er
også tale om forskellige detaljeringsgrader. Det
enkelte patientforløb, består det af en række be-
givenheder (fx visitation), der igen kan relateres
til tilstande (fx sygdom) og handlinger (fx pleje).
Det ligger ikke lige for at finde en entydig defi-
nition på patientforløb.

Outlines-2001-2.qxd  23-11-01  10:28  Side 46



References 
Berg, Marc. 1998. Order(s) and Disorder(s): Of

Protocols and Medical Practices. In Diffe-
rences in Medicine: Unravelling Practices,
Techniques and Bodies. Edited by M. B. &.
A. Mol. Durham: Duke University Press.

Berg, Marc and Stefan Timmermans. 2000.
Order and Their Others – On the Constitution
of Universalities in Medical Work. 8 (1): 31-
61.

DSI Rapport 96.06 1996. Elektronisk patient-
journal: Hvepsprojektet – erfaringer og per-
spektiver. København: Institut for Sundheds-
væsen. 

Dybkjær, Lone and Søren Christensen. 1994.
Info-samfundet år 2000 – Rapport fra udval-
get om informationssamfundet år 2000. Kø-
benhavn: Forskningsministeriet.

Dybkjær, Lone and Jørgen Lindegaard. 1999.
Det digitale Danmark – Omstilling til net-
værkssamfundet. København: Forsknings-
ministeriet.

Galison, Peter 1997. Image and Logic – A
Material Culture of Microphysics. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Gooding, David, Trevor Pinch & Simon Shaffer
(ed.), 1989. The Uses of Experiment – Studies
in the Natural Sciences. Cambridge
University Press.

Hacking, Ian 1988. Philosophers of Experiment.
In Arthur Fine & Jarrett Leplin (ed.) The 1988
Biennial Meeting of the Philosophy of
Science Association. Evanston, Illinois: PSA,
p. 147-156.

Knorr Cetina, Karin 1992. The Couch, The
Cathedral, and the Laboratory – On the
Relationship between Experiment and La-
boratory in Science. In Andy Pickering (ed.)
Science as Practice and Culture. University
of Chicago Press, p. 113-38.

Knorr Cetina, Karin 1999. Epistemic Culture –
How the Sciences Make Knowledge. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Latour, Bruno. 1986. The Powers of Association.
In Power, Action and Belief. Edited by J. Law.
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 264-80.

Latour, Bruno. 1999. Pandora’s Hope – Essays
on the Reality of Science Studies. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Lykke, Nina, Randi Markussen and Finn Olesen.
2000. There are always more things going on
than you thought! – Interview med Donna
Haraway. In Kvinder, køn og forskning. 9 (4). 

Markussen, Randi, Finn Olesen and Nina Lykke
2000. Cyborgs, Coyotes and Dogs. A Kinship
of Feminist Figurations. Interview med
Donna Haraway. In Kvinder, køn og forskn-
ing. 9 (2).

Masten, Jeffrey, Peter Stallybrass and Nancy J.
Vickers. Introduction: Language Machines in
Jeffrey Masten, Peter Stallybrass, and Nancy
J. Vickers (eds.). 1997. Language Machines –
Technologies of Literary and Cultural Pro-
duction. London: Routledge.

Mortensen, Randi 1996. Et fælles fagsprog i
sygeplejen. I Den internationale klassifika-
tion for sygeplejepraksis ICNP. Vojens:
DISS. 

Olesen, Finn. 1996. Konstruktive studier af vi-
denskab og virkelighed – Fra sociologi til
kulturforskning. In Philosophia 25 (3-4): 9-
44.

Smith, Barbara H. 1997. Belief and Resistance:
Dynamics of Contemporary Intellectual
Controversy. Cambridge: Harvard University
Press.

Star, Susan Leigh & James R. Griesemer 1989.
Institutional Ecology, ‘Translation,’ and
Boundary Objects – Amateurs and Profes-
sionals in Berkeley’s Museum of Vertebrate
Zoology, 1907-1939. In Social Studies of
Science, vol. 19, p. 387-420.

Sundhedsstyrelsen 2000. Forslag til grundstruk-
tur for udveksling af oplysninger i Elektronisk
Patientjournal. København: Kontor for Medi-
cinsk Informatik.

Todd, Loreto, 1990. Pidgins and Creoles. (2.
ed.) London: Routledge.

47
OUTLINES • No. 2 • 2001

Outlines-2001-2.qxd  23-11-01  10:28  Side 47



Outlines-2001-2.qxd  23-11-01  10:28  Side 48



Summary
Based on an ethnographic fieldwork the article analy-
ses the experiences of 8-10 year old children in three
different institutions. It is shown how the children cre-
ate and maintain different social landscapes in each
setting. This means that children’s experiences are re-
lated to the position they have in the landscape.

The notion social identity is used to discuss and
explain these findings. With this notion identity is
explained as an interplay between internal and ex-
ternal factors: between group-identification and cat-
egorisation. Children’s different identities in differ-
ent settings are not created by children themselves,
but must bee seen in relation to the categorisation
used by the adults to classify children. The profes-
sional categorisations of children are a central part
of the social space in relation to which children act,
talk, and play.

Introduction

This article analyses the relationship
between children’s experiences and
their institutional context. Through a

comparison of children’s experiences in dif-
ferent institutional settings I will argue that
each setting creates different social spaces
and thereby different possibilities of social
identity for the children. My purpose is to
show that to act, talk and participate as a
child is closely connected to the social and
symbolic context of the setting. 

The empirical findings and analyses pre-
sented in this article are part of my ethno-
graphic Ph.D. study, which has as its purpose
the analysis of interpretations of childhood
in three different Danish institutions: A chil-
dren’s ward in a hospital, a school, and an af-
ter-school-institution. I have, through a 13
months fieldwork, followed 8-10 year old
boys and girls and their professionals
through these institutions. The study is based
on sociological and anthropological discus-
sions of ‘the childhood-paradigm’, of which
two main theses are that children should be
seen as social actors, and that childhood can
be viewed as a social construction (see for
example James, Jenks and Prout 1998).  

According to Berry Mayall, who also stud-
ied children in different contexts, the special
thing about studying children from a socio-
logical perspective is not that they act differ-
ently in different settings and situations. The
same is true for adults. Studying children, she
argues, is special because of their dependence
on adults, and mostly adults with certain
knowledge and ideas about children and
childhood. Children are always in one or an-
other way engaged in intergenerational rela-
tions (Mayall 1994). Every institutional set-
ting with children bears this relationship, and
it is here that my focus is placed. 
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Analytically I construct ‘childhood’ as a
meeting between three different forms of
knowledge (Barth 1989,1995): Children’s
experience-near knowledge of being a child;
adults’ professional knowledge about how to
teach, bring up and take care of children; and
the discursive and collective knowledge in
society, which among other things decides
the policy of the institutions. In my study I
analyse how these 3 levels are connected. At
the child-experience level I concentrate on
the different perspectives arising when trying
to understand what is important for the chil-
dren at each institution. At the professional
level I look at how children are categorised
and valued and how the adults, through their
practise, communicate this categorisation to
the children. At the institutional level I take a
short insight to the official documents about
the purpose of the institution. 

Throughout the article most attention will
be placed on the children’s very different ex-
periences at school and in the after-school
institution. In the concluding section I make
some connections with the two other ‘child-
hood-levels’ in order to show that the per-
spectives of the children not only inform us
about their lives, but also tell us about which
ideas of childhood the institutions are prac-
tising. This illustrates the social construction
of childhood and emphasises that ‘the child’
is not a universal phenomenon, but a social
category which must be understood in rela-
tion to place and space.

Children’s cultural knowl-
edge about the social land-
scapes of the institutions

Ibegan my fieldwork at the hospital,
where I was for 4 months before I went
to the school. The school-study took

place in a class (3.klasse) with 18 children
(8-10 years old) in a big city in Denmark. I

followed the children’s school day for six
months, then gradually expanded the field-
work to the after-school-institution (in
Danish: SFO), where I followed the children
for further 4 months.

When I moved from one institution to an-
other during my fieldwork, I had to ask my-
self every time: What is it that these children
know about the life here, that I don’t know?
I was often surprised at how easily they
changed behaviour in relation to the setting
they were in. For example at the hospital
Carina was very quiet when doctors and
nurses were in the room, but in relation to me
she was lively and open, asking a lot of ques-
tions and in the hospital-school she was
protesting frequently in opposition to her
teacher. I wondered how and why the differ-
ent professionals (both the nurses, the teach-
ers and the pedagogues) during her stay
came to an agreement on Carina’s personali-
ty, while I saw more and more different
Carinas. I had several of these experiences
with the children, as McDermott describes
his Adam (McDermott 1993): At school you
never heard or saw Mikkel, but in relation to
me he had a lot to tell, and when observing
him at the after-school institution, I wrote in
my diary: “Is this the same boy as the Mikkel
in school? – I can’t recognise him. He is
playing football and acting and shouting as I
never saw it in the schoolyard.” Time after
time I thought, that I had grasped the norms
and conventions which the children organ-
ised their life around, and time after time I
had to admit, that I was incompetent in my
‘feel for the game’, as Bourdieu puts it. At
the hospital I couldn’t see gender for in-
stance, but when entering the school there
was gender-separation everywhere. I then
thought that I had not been clever enough to
investigate this at the hospital, but following
the same children to the after-school institu-
tion, I was surprised yet another time. Girls
and boys who in school said that they hated
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each other and who would not engage in any
common activities there could often be
found in the after-school institution playing
and chatting together.

When I asked the children in the different
settings if they could tell me about the rules
here, I always got very detailed answers
about where children are allowed to be, what
makes the teacher angry or which rights chil-
dren have or do not have. Two boys ex-
plained to me at the hospital: “You are not al-
lowed to leave the ward, you can’t enter the
office, and you have to be very quiet here.”
“Did anyone tell you?” I asked. “No, do you
think we are stupid? We just know!” was the
answer. It is this ‘knowing’ how to move, be-
have and orientate oneself in each setting I
tried to follow. 

During my fieldwork the children often
reprimanded me, when I did not follow these
implicit rules: “You can’t put your jacket
there” some girls told me on my first school
day. “That’s the boy’s rack.” When playing
table- tennis I was instructed to shout at the
player who won, and in the after-school-in-
stitution I was told that girls only can use the
boys’ toilet when it’s not school-time.  The
children had a knowledge of implicit rules
and norms that I often lacked. Their social
life was not spontaneous and their play was
not totally ‘free’. Something organised their
activities and mutual relations – and this tac-
it organisation changed from institution to
institution. The focus of my participant-ob-
servation was to grasp parts of this cultural
knowledge (Hastrup 1992).

Obviously the children shared a knowl-
edge about the elements in these processes.
But this shared knowledge did not mean that
they used their knowledge in the same way.
In other words, children’s experiences can-
not be represented from one position, called
children. What the children also knew was
that norms, rules and rights are distributed.
Some children can act, talk and break the

rules when others cannot. It is this distribu-
tion that differs from setting to setting. When
Jannie told me about how to play table tennis
in the right manner, it is worth noting that
she never played the game herself, only
watched. When 8 year old Sara told me at the
hospital in detail about her heart disease, and
I expressed surprise at how well-informed
she was, she answered: “Nobody ever told
me. But I usually don’t tell what I know to
any adults. They don’t think, that I know
about it.” When I observed that Mikkel was
mostly quiet at school, or Carina was the
same at hospital, but they both had a lot to
tell me about life and things there – it was not
because they did not have the ability to talk
or reflect, or because they had a very person-
al relationship with me. They just knew that
not everyone can talk, ask or say what they
want everywhere. They knew when to show
and use their knowledge and when not to.
This is not only a matter of individual differ-
ences or choices, or only a matter of being
positioned as ‘child’. Every setting showed a
distribution of children, a social landscape of
different categories of children.  

In order to analyse and explain this phe-
nomenon I have used the notion social iden-
tity (Jenkins 1996). Identity, viewed from this
theoretical perspective, is a social process.
This means firstly, that it is based on social
relations, and secondly that it is changeable.
In addition, it has two dimensions: an inter-
nal dimension, which is based on group-iden-
tification, and an external dimension, which
is based on categorisations defined by others
(ibid). Using this notion to analyse the field-
data, it becomes important to look at the chil-
dren’s cultural knowledge as knowledge of
how to create, maintain and separate groups.
In the following section, I will describe some
typical group-processes from the internal
perspective of the children. The first part de-
scribes children’s experiences at school and
the next part follows the children at the SFO:
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Being a school-child:
three typical perspectives

The teacher had asked the children to
do push-ups for two minutes in order
to increase their heartrate and after-

wards to count it. A large group of girls did
the push-ups lying on the floor close together.
They did the exercise in time with each other
and counted the numbers loudly in harmony.
Thereby they finished at the same time, and
said to the teacher: “We got 77”.

The boys on the other hand, did not say
anything, but worked intensively one by one.
Afterwards most of them shouted to each
other: “I got 80, how many did you get?”
And a quarrel began about cheating with the
counting, and who was the fastest. 

A first impression of this scenario is that
the class is divided into two groups: boys and
girls. But there were also boys and girls who
didn’t say anything, did not quarrel and did
not do push- ups in time with the others.

This 3-parted division of the class was
very typical: girls, boys and outsiders. This
division, was not only around the gender-
boundaries but also around being popular or
not. I shall in the following describe each of
them.

A gender-perspective – belonging to the
girl’s group:
Most of the girls defined themselves explicit-
ly with gender, and this definition was often
used to focus on and maintain equality.
Therefore when doing push-ups they did not
compete, but did the same number. The “We
– got 77” referred to the sameness and this
‘we’ was often used to explain things to me
about school-life, or to explain differences
between groups, as in the following example:
The class had been outside doing experimen-
tal mathematics. Four girls had finished
quickly and were asked by the teacher to go
to the class and continue with written mathe-

matics. Tom entered the room and said to
them: “I don’t understand how you can be
bothered to make extra mathematics”. Katri-
ne answered him: It’s because it’s only girls
who feel like doing that, boys only want to
make noise and trouble.”

The boundary around this group was de-
fined by separating, verbally and bodily from
the boys. From this perspective the world
was divided into ‘us’ and ‘ them’ – girls and
boys. These girls seemed to have a mutual
silent contract to fight against boys at every
possible moment, as in a PE lesson where all
the children were standing in a circle and
playing ‘tik’, a game where you must catch
each other. When a girl was the leader she
only chose girls as the next leader until the
game broke down because the boys started to
protest against their exclusion. During les-
sons when asked to divide in groups, the
girls would always make girl-groups, and
protest loudly if the teacher forced them to
make groups of both boys and girls. During
the fieldwork I too was drawn into this girl-
world because of my sex, with lots of in-
structions about where to sit and who to play
with in the breaks, as Maria told me: “You
are a girl, then we shall play together in next
break.” In the lessons these girls could man-
age to communicate silently with each other
with signs and small letters behind the teach-
ers back. They were very much aware of the
rules of being in the class-room without dis-
turbing, but that did not mean, that they did-
n’t do other things to avoid boredom. As
Maria explained to me: “I can look like I am
thinking of mathematics (then she shows me
how to count on her fingers) but in reality I
am thinking of Spice Girls.”

An individualistic activity-perspective –
belonging to the boy’s group:
Another group was defined explicitly around
interests and knowledge, especially about
football, computer-games and video-films.
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This group was made up of boys, but they
did not define themselves in terms of gender.
Here you are not ‘we’ but ‘I’. The group was
tied together by a common focus on the
group-member’s abilities and courage to com-
pete with each other – to show each other
your individual differences.

In any given break these boys played foot-
ball and once I tried to become a member of
their team. In the process of negotiating my
possible membership, I was not evaluated by
my sex, but for my abilities. Among the boys
there was a discussion about whether I could
play, and they allowed me to participate as a
goalkeeper because I once had been a hand-
ball keeper. The few times I was allowed to
play, I learned that while walking off the
pitch you had to evaluate each other and to
choose who played the best, and often I was
asked: “Who did you think was the best
player today?” I had to suppress my (adult or
girlish?) desire to say that ‘they were all just
as good as each other.’ Instead I had to train
and learn how to evaluate good kicks and
tackles. 

These boys were acting more like individ-
uals showing each other their personal qual-
ities. There was a daily exchange of infor-
mation between members of the group about
sport-results and the latest videos. This was
also the case during lessons, with no atten-
tion to the teacher’s demands for silence and
without considering the rest of the class.
Their individual interests and immediate
commitment seemed to be of first priority,
while being told off did not seem to bother
them. The experiments in a science-lecture
could absorb them completely, as could the
musical instruments in the music-room, even
though the teacher would be asking them to
sit still, wait for further instructions or stop
talking. 

As Berrie Thorne points out, this picture
of boys and girls seems like a stereotyped
presentation emphasising gender difference.

She believes that these two perspectives are
variations of the same story: Different ways
of acting as a popular child (Thorne 1993) –
or I would say ‘pupils’. There are other chil-
dren in the classroom, and they do not divide
themselves into gender-groups. They are
simply without group-attachment.

A ‘loner’ perspective – being a silent
observer:
This third perspective in the classroom, was
from what I call ‘the silent observers’ or who
in other studies are called ‘the loners’ (Cor-
saro 1997:157). They were both girls and
boys and they did not relate to each other as
a group. Their experiences, however, were
not individual, but had many common char-
acteristics, showing a common conscious-
ness of their position. Often Mikkel told me:
“Do remember to write in your book, that I
have got no friends.” In this way he told me
that he stood outside the group community.
These children were, according the chil-
dren’s own accounts, excluded for different
reasons. In relation to the boys, it was with
the argument that “he hasn’t got football on
his brain”. Concerning Jannie the other girls
said that “she preferred to walk alone”.
According to these girls, Jannie did not ac-
cept being a member of the girls-club. 

It was these children who showed the most
interest in being interviewed by me and I of-
ten was surprised by their reflectivity, flow of
words and knowledge about the social life
and its implicit rules. Especially because
these children most of the time at school were
silent, when they did talk, they spoke quietly.
In relation to the teachers they were never
told off, perhaps because these children nev-
er disturbed the class by shouting, talking,
moving around or engaging in inappropriate
behaviour. Throughout the interviews I per-
ceived that they were very much aware of the
implicit rules, both in relation to the other
children and their teachers, but this know-
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ledge did not make it possible for them to act,
talk and participate in the same way as the
other children. Another common characteris-
tic of these children was that they needed ex-
tra help either from the teacher or a special-
needs class. Mike reflected on this in a way
that showed that according to him you can’t
both be in need of extra help AND be a pupil,
who is wild and gets told off at the same time:
He said: “I’m not wild, I don’t get told off.
But I get a lot of help.”

With these short insights into school-life
from children’s perspectives I want to em-
phasise that being a child in this institution is
very different depending on which angle you
are looking from. In this class, three per-
spectives dominated and this distribution of
children determined the different ways of or-
ganising activities and relations both with
peers and with teachers. 

Being an SFO-child

The interesting thing is that when fol-
lowing the same children across the
corridor into another institution – in

Danish called SFO (school-free-time-ar-
rangement), the distribution of children
changed. There was a different choreography
for the activities, with about 125 children
aged from 6 to 11 years old being together in
5 different rooms with 2 pedagogues in each.
Most of the time, however, the children used
the whole institution, the playground, the
kitchen and the different activity-rooms.

The children explained the SFO to me in
the following terms: “Here the adults cannot
force us to do anything.” – “We can decide
ourselves what to do”. “We have to play
here”. “At school the adults decide every-
thing – in the SFO we ourselves decide what
to do”. 

These headlines of free choice and free
play however, did not mean that what the
children did at this institution was without

structure or rules. Hilde Liden notes in her
study of children in the same type of institu-
tion that it is often taken for granted that chil-
dren’s free play is chaotic and in opposition
to the structures made by adults in order to
organise children’s lives (Liden 1994). But
when adults do not structure the time and
space of everyday life, children make their
own ways of organising their social life, ar-
gues Liden (1994). I will add that this organ-
ising at the children’s level is not only the
children’s own work, but has to do with the
social space in which this takes place.

But firstly, we have to look at how chil-
dren at an SFO organise their everyday life.
Following the children from third grade, I
was at the beginning of my fieldwork very
confused. Life at the SFO seemed without
problems; more than 100 children moved
around in the institution, playing, shouting,
laughing and walking around in small
groups. I saw adults playing together with
the children and many different types of ac-
tivities taking place at the same time. You
could bake in the kitchen, roll on roller-
skates, go to the swimming pool, look at
videos, play table-tennis or football and lots
of other things. Obviously the choice was
‘free’, nobody had made plans for the chil-
dren except for two daily arrangements: chil-
dren had to stay outside for half an hour just
after school-time, and they had to participate
in an ‘assembly’ in their particular room to
eat at two o’clock.

I spent a long time wondering how the
children here worked out what to do and who
to be together with, since nobody told them.
Should one choose playmates and activities
from the beginning every day? 

Being together and attached to a group
seemed to be a fundamental way of being in
the SFO for the children, but how were these
groups decided and maintained and what
was their inner content, I asked myself?
From my field-material I identified 4 differ-
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ent forms of groups in which the children
from the third grade were involved:

In friend-groups it is decided beforehand
who to play with. What to do in this group is
not the most important thing. As a girl ex-
plained to me: “We are always playing to-
gether the four of us. What we are going to
do together – well, we don’t decide, it just
comes to us”. When following these 4 girls
in the institution I saw, that they were able to
maintain their group wherever they were,
and they could change activities from mo-
ment to moment. But they never invited
other children into their group.

Another form of group had common inter-
ests for a game as a focus, such as football or
Spice Girls. Children who had the abilities,
knowledge and interests in this activity were
members and they were aware of this.
Therefore they did not need to make ap-
pointments with each other. When one or
two started the game, the other potential
members of the group would show up and
join in without negotiation. They were ac-
cepted in advance. This group was main-
tained by two types of activities: playing the
game (football, or being a music-group for
example) at a certain place in the institution,
and exchanging knowledge, photos and news
about their idols whenever they met during
the day.

These two types of groups were normally
either all male or female, whereas the two
following group activities could be arranged
across gender-boundaries:

The spontaneous activity group was often
arranged at school in the morning, as Ina and
Marie did in a break where I heard them ar-
ranging a treasure hunt for the boys the same
afternoon. When I arrived later at the SFO,
the two girls were together with two other
girls planning tasks for the boys. Two days
later both girls and boys were engaged in this
hunt, and afterwards they continued to set up
other competitions.

Another day I found both girls and boys
from the class sitting close together in the
playroom in a coach talking about love.
Afterwards they began to play hairdresser,
continuing for the rest of the afternoon to
create fancy hairstyles for each other – both
girls and boys. To exclude other children
from this kind of group, the children often
chose rooms and places at the institution that
were defined as ‘private space’ – for example
in the playroom where the children were al-
lowed to lock the door, or behind the little
wood outside, where adults seldom came.
This signal were understood by all the chil-
dren.

The last form of group among these chil-
dren was created around a common condi-
tion – perhaps boredom or being restless.
Again, the use of space in the institution was
a signal to the other children about how
stable the boarders around the group were.
Both boys and girls could hang around in
small groups, typically in the areas with a lot
of traffic moving up and down the corridors.
It looked as if the inner meaning of these
groups was: Let’s see what happens. These
groups could be interrupted and changed
without conflict, which suggests that the
boarders around them were very unstable.
You could meet somebody, and they would
perhaps invite one from the group to play
table-tennis, and so the group would be bro-
ken up. 

These examples show that the children
managed different forms of being together
and that they knew how to create small is-
lands in the institution where 3, 4 or 5 chil-
dren could play together without being dis-
turbed by the other 135 children or the
adults. 

But through the fieldwork and the follow-
ing analysis it became increasingly clear to
me, that this was only one perspective of be-
ing a child in the SFO. And again this is the
perspective of the popular children, the chil-
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dren with the most power and possibilities to
act and negotiate with the adults, which they
did daily, for example, by protesting against
the rule of ‘assembly’. 

That the SFO was experienced from other
perspectives was hidden to me for a long
time, because I only followed the 8-10 year
old children. But by becoming aware of how
the children valued play-things and spaces in
the institution, I came to see that the 8-10
year olds, or more correctly ‘the children
from third grade’, held a special status in the
institution. And I realised that most of these
children did not include younger children in
their groups. 

When I spoke with the children about the
SFO, it was often repeated to me that the
funny thing about SFO is to ‘have’ the play-
room or the swings for example. “It is fun
being here when I get the swings.” With this
little word ‘to get’ a thing, I became aware of
the daily silent fights in the institution to get
these things and the different techniques
used to occupy a room, a bicycle or a swing,
since 140 children could not all have the
same popular play thing. To be the first, to be
many wanting a thing, or to hold things for
each other were some of these techniques.
But the easiest way to ‘get’ a thing or occu-
py a space was simply to be a child from
third grade: The oldest children in the insti-
tution. Eva explained this to me when I
asked her how to get a swing: “The big chil-
dren can always have one. We can always
force the smaller children to leave.” Over the
following days I observed that she was right.
I some times placed myself near the swings
in order to find out how to get one. A typical
situation:

Four third grade girls from the friend-
group came running to the swings. One was
free, so Eva started to swing. The other three
girls were running around her, chatting and
laughing. Smaller girls were swinging on the
other three swings. When the friend-group

entered the area, the smaller girls stopped
their activity and watched. One left her
swing silently and Caroline – another girl
from the friend-group – took over. These 4
girls never stopped their activity to watch the
smaller girls.

Being an audience was a typical role for
the smaller children in relation to the chil-
dren from the third grade. When the Spice-
Girls group, for example, was doing their
training, chairs were arranged for the audi-
ence, which mostly consisted of younger
children. These 6-8 year old children did not
use the institutional space in the same way as
the third grade children, and in relation to the
adults they were not negotiating and protest-
ing as the older children were. Often the
youngest children were sitting around a table
in the room with a pedagogue, making draw-
ings or cutting with scissors. In the play-
ground the younger boys never entered the
older children’s football area, but stayed in
their own smaller pitch. 

After these analyses I now understood
better why Mikkel at the SFO was different
from the Mikkel at school, as described ear-
lier. At school I have described him as one of
the ‘silent observers’, in need of extra help
and outside the popular groups during play-
times. The earlier example where I observed
him at the SFO was while he was playing
football: but it is worth noting that he did not
play on the football pitch where children
from third grade normally played. He played
with the younger children. And in relation to
them he – in this institution – had the power
to shout, run and be the leader of the team.
And this is perhaps why I never saw Jannie
and Mikkel playing together with their own
classmates, but seeming to prefer playing
with younger children.

The SFO seemed to offer more possibili-
ties for the third grade children to engage in
different group activities. The popular chil-
dren did not make two groups with strong
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boundaries as they did at school, but seemed
to make more flexible groups. The loners
from school were still excluded from their
own classmates, but had status in relation to
the younger children. According to these ex-
periences at the children’s level, a central,
but tacit principle of organisation in the SFO
was that of age. The talking, acting, protest-
ing, negotiating and occupying-things, and
-space were reserved for the oldest children. 

The external dimension

The children’s experiences show that
each institution has tacit rules which
distribute the children into a social

landscape of differences, split them up into
groups and loners and make distinctions be-
tween who has status and who has not. Or
who is competent and who is not. Who can
talk and act and who cannot. The analyses of
the fieldwork at the hospital concludes, like
many other researchers have found (see for
instance Davis 1982, Aldersson 1993, May-
all 1994, Bluebond-Langner 1978), that the
hospital setting does not show many varia-
tions in the social landscape of the children.
It seems as if only one position is possible:
Being incompetent, silent and unknowing. 

My argument is, that these different forms
of social organisation, of having status or
not, cannot in isolation explain the character-
istics of children. Even though the children
at the SFO describe themselves as ‘free’ to
decide, what they want to do, this is not to-
tally ‘self-government’. The children refer to
a ‘we’ and thereby to a collective under-
standing (Corsaro 1997) and not to the pos-
sibility of individual choices: they don’t say
‘I’ am free to decide, but say ‘we’. 

To understand the different social identi-
ties that the institutions offer the children, it
is necessary to include the external perspec-
tive (Jenkins 1996), represented here by the
professional adults. To explain their role in

relation to the children I will refer to
Bourdieu’s concept of ‘social space’. Ac-
cording to Bourdieu, your position in the so-
cial space has to do with which kind of offi-
cial acknowledgement you possess, in his
terms ‘symbolic capital’. Thus in a social
space you have value-systems which define
how groups are related, their mutual power
relationship and the actors’ right to speak.
These value-systems are built upon official
allocations of acknowledgement; a diploma
and a good mark are examples of allocation
of symbolic capital. Actors in the space, hav-
ing the most symbolic capital, also have the
most power – which among other things
means that they have the right to define cate-
gories in the space (Bourdieu 1990).  This
categorisation is communicated to the chil-
dren throughout their daily practise. Teach-
ers and pedagogues possess the official au-
thorisation to allocate acknowledgement to,
and take it away from the children. This hap-
pens daily in public – by praising them, giv-
ing them awards, telling them off, deciding
sanctions and punishment, giving or taking
rights, making rules, deciding who can talk,
and so on. The children are judged in public
according to their behaviour and – especial-
ly at school – also according to their intel-
lectual performance. These judgements are
not only supervised by the adults’ individual
knowledge about children, but are related to
the professionals’ institutional duties, their
educational background, collective and per-
sonal understanding of childhood and the in-
stitution’s official ideas of what the purpose
of working with children is. When investi-
gating, by interviews and observations, how
the professionals administered this knowl-
edge, it is striking how closely the children’s
experiences of different social landscapes
correspond to the professionals’ ascribed
values or capital. 

At school I asked the teachers if they
could identify any groups in the class. They
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then divided the children into three groups,
identical to the perspectives which I de-
scribed from the children’s level: girls, boys
and ‘the weak children’ as the teachers called
them. A female teacher said to me: “There
are the children with abilities and willing-
ness. Then there are the children with abili-
ties, but without willingness. And thirdly
there are the children, who have the willing-
ness to learn, but not the abilities”. In her
value-system, two criteria were important:
Ability and willingness. In the teachers’
practise in general, you could find these
values as a foundation for the public distri-
bution of capital to the children. The girls,
for example, were often given positive atten-
tion because of their good behaviour. The
teacher used their obedience as a good ex-
ample and often placed the girls in the class-
room between some boys to help quieten
them as seen, for example, when a teacher
said to Katrine after a boy complained that
she hit him with a pencil: “I understand you,
Katrine, he is in fact intolerable”. The ‘un-
willing’ boys were often told off, excluded
from the classroom or isolated on a single-
seat. But, on the other hand, they were often
praised for their schoolwork like the girls,
and in addition they enjoyed a more implicit
acknowledgement from the teachers, who in
fact liked the boys being a bit naughty and
wild. “It would be boring to be a teacher if
everybody were like girls” a teacher told me,
and added; “The Danish school-system
should not be like the English with all that
discipline”. Often the male teacher during
lessons referred to the ‘old days’ with funny
stories, emphasising his own role as ‘rule-
breaker’. So if you just show some intellec-
tual abilities, it is OK for a boy sometimes to
be a rule-breaker – that seems to be the sig-
nal, that the teachers communicate to this
group. The third group, with learning dis-
abilities did not receive much capital from
the teacher, even though they did not break

the teachers’ rules of good behaviour. They
were not used as good examples for the
noisy boys, they were not praised in public
for their willingness. And when the teacher
distributed praise or reprimands for good or
bad spelling or counting, they were not even
mentioned. 

At the SFO, the children’s abilities to
learn were not an important value. Here the
pedagogues expressed freedom (in opposi-
tion to schoolwork), being happy and play-
ing without adults nearby as important. A
male pedagogue explained to me: “Modern
children are too much kept under surveil-
lance. Therefore we have made a lot of space
for the children, where they can be them-
selves.” The pedagogues often referred to
their own childhood with examples of the
mother ‘just being there’ but not interrupting,
and comparing the institution with a ‘home’.
Free choice and independence from adults
were central and often cited values.

As in the school, these values were as-
cribed to the children in a way that reflects
the division of children I have described,
separating the big from the small. During the
interviews the pedagogues often referred to
‘big’ and ‘small’ children. When I asked
them what separated the two kinds, they al-
ways gave me answers including indepen-
dence, as in this statement: “I like the oldest
children the best. They only come to us if
they need help. But most of the time they just
play themselves. And in this institution, they
can be totally themselves.”

The pedagogues used other techniques
than the teachers to communicate their value-
system to the children. They seldom told the
children off, and made only few explicit
rules for proper behaviour. But they gave the
children from the third grade more rights in
the institution, more responsibility and were
not watching them as much as the smaller
children. These children, for example, had a
daily duty to make toast for the rest of the in-
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stitution (a rule which the children did not
protest against). And the adults arranged
meetings, especially for the third-grade chil-
dren, where they could express their wishes
about forthcoming arrangements. Parallel to
this, the adults accepted the oldest children’s
right to decide for themselves. Ken, for in-
stance, always made his own toast when he
was hungry. And these children often suc-
ceeded in their attempts to avoid ‘assembly’.  
I once asked the manager of the institution if
he had ever thought of making rules for how
to get a swing, or other popular things. He
answered: “Well, we don’t need to. The
small children will be big – as time goes by.”
In this institution status (and independence)
come as a natural thing – as you grow up,
while status at school is something you fight
for and deserve.  

Putting the study into
perspective

Currently there is a public debate in
Denmark about how to create con-
nections between the different expert

systems and institutions which have children
in their care. The official argument is that
children need a more coherent daily-life.
Within the school-system there is a historical
change on its way, where schools and after-
school institutions are going to be united –
called the ‘unified school’. 
It is not clear, however, whose need this co-
herence meets. Obviously it is a need formu-
lated by adults and not based on research try-
ing to understand the children’s experiences
in the institutions. According to my study,
some children can use the different social
contexts of the institutions to change their
social identity, to gain more status and there-
by have more possibilities to act, talk and
participate in social relations. We need more
research that focuses on children’s experi-
ences and cultural knowledge in relation to

place and space before we can know if the
unifying of institutions is better for children.
At the theoretical level we also need more
debate about how to interpret the changing
social identities. Does this mean that child-
hood is a purely relative phenomenon? And
does it mean, that children only act in rela-
tion to external categorisations imposed on
them? The study reveals a need for further
discussion about the connection between the
internal and the external dimensions of so-
cial identity. In a time when the diagnosis of
children is a daily occurrence in the media
debate and professional practice, this study
points to a need for research into the extent
to which the professional ways of categoris-
ing children affect children’s possibilities to
develop their own identity.

The article is based on a paper presented at
the conference: “From Development to
Open-ended Processes of Change”, Institute
of Anthropology, University of Copenhagen,
April 6th-7th 2000.
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Summary
This study contributes to the contemporary discus-
sion on school drop-out. Based on ethnographic ma-
terials I analyze the life contexts of working-class
families in Mexico. Two case-stories from these ma-
terials on school drop-outs are presented and ana-
lyzed here. These two young people constructed nar-
rative self-understandings and orientations about
their lives and school drop-out in which they describe
their experiences of school as a way to participate in
“multiple worlds” across different social contexts in
search of more rewarding life options than school.
Confronted with collective cultural meanings about
school, children and teenagers are able to construct a
personal sense legitimating or resisting these collec-
tive meanings. This is occurring in a situation where
important changes are taking place across genera-
tions concerning the meaning of school resulting
from historical, economical and national changes and
from the ways in which people use and enact collec-
tive cultural meanings about school. I argue for a
reevaluation of the forms of participation of working
class families and children in school. And I conclude
that we need to replace the predominant disconnect-
ed understanding of the value of school learning and
school knowledge with an understanding of the
meaning of school in children’s and teenagers’ par-
ticipation across different contexts with different re-
lations to others.

Introduction

In the current discussion on the personal
importance of school some questions
have not been addressed explicitly, such

as “Why and for what purpose does someone
go to school?” and “How far should she
study?” Different explanatory levels have
been generated concerning these questions:
at a general level, e.g. educational policies,
levels of schooling and academic perform-
ance are pointed out as indicators of a coun-
try’s degree of socio-economic development
(García & Suárez, 1996). More specific re-
search was carried out during the second half
of the twentieth century concerning issues
such as group status and culture (ethnic
group, gender, race) as conditions that affect
school performance (Delgado-Gaitán 1994a;
Gibson 1982; Hemmings 1996; Holland &
Eisenhart 1990; Ogbu 1982, 1990; Pieke
1991), working-class culture from which
norms of orientation and school use emerge
(Willis 1977; Biggart & Furlong 1996;
Muñoz 1996), about learning favorable or
unsuccessful educational practices (Fernán-
dez 1986; Lichtenstein 1993; Mehan 1986;
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Perrenoud 1990; López et al. 1984, 1988),
about the impact of family practices con-
cerning school on the reproduction or break-
down of a school tradition in each family
(Connell et al 1982; Schneider & Lee 1990;
Suárez-Orozco 1987), and finally about the
influence of friendship groups on academic
performance (Rymes 1995). In this body of
research there were several diverse topics of
interest, such as, school failure, processes of
adaptation and assimilation to school cul-
ture, uses of school, processes of individual-
ization in school trajectories, and so on.
Traditional research attributed the responsi-
bility for school failure to the children’s own
disabilities (see CRESAS 1982), but more
recent analyses locate the person in particu-
lar socio-historical contexts and discuss the
diverse socio-cultural relations and practices
involved in the way persons relate to school.

Two important analytic perspectives which
have grown out of this research so far allow
us to locate the relations of persons to
school. The first argues that in each particu-
lar historical-social context specific practices
and meanings define someone as an “educat-
ed person” or enable a person to consider
how many years to stay in school (Levinson
& Holland 1996). The second perspective
notes that each person’s school trajectory is
unique. This is so because all persons have
their own experiences in school which they
synthesize with elements from the social
context they live in (collective meanings
about school, its effects on the material con-
ditions of life and students’ educational prac-
tices, etc.) and with subjective aspects con-
structed over time (ways of interpreting
meanings, modes of reacting to school disci-
pline, skills for using available material re-
sources, etc.) (Charlot et al 1992; Rochex
1989). A main problem to be discussed con-
cerns the relation between the person and her
environment, in this case, between the col-
lective culture with certain shared meanings,

the social norms and everyday life practices
concerning school, and the personal culture,
symbols, practices and objects which every
person constructs during the course of her
school trajectory.1

A further problem concerns what we fo-
cus on when we ask why a person goes to
school: Do we focus on the school itself? On
the family? On friends? On labor opportuni-
ties? The personal sense attributed to school
emanates from the person’s life experiences
in which school is but one context of a per-
son’s social practice and not isolated from
the other contexts she participates in. Per-
sons participate in more than one social con-
text, and the personal meaning of each con-
text depends on its relationships with other
contexts in the structure of that person’s so-
cial practice (Dreier 1999; Hojholt 1997). In
constructing a personal culture, an individual
must weigh, relate, balance, and contrast her
participation and concerns across these dif-
ferent contexts.

In Mexico research on school phenomena
from a cultural perspective is scarce and
mostly concerned with analyzing the influ-
ence of socio-economic inequalities on gain-
ing access to and remaining in school. This
socio-economic dimension is important, but
it is also necessary to know a person’s mean-
ings and values about school and the nature
of their practical personal involvement in it.
In my research I analyze how people discur-
sively construct the value of school and their
descriptions of their participation in it. I also
attempt to identify how persons establish and
elaborate relationships between interdepen-
dent social contexts in their personal narra-
tives. I adopt a perspective of analysis simi-
lar to Phelan et al (1991) who argue that in
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order to explain school dropout it is neces-
sary to go beyond an analysis which only
considers isolated traits like gender, race, or
social class and instead talk about the “multi-
ple worlds” students participate in every day.
I also take into consideration the personal in-
terpretations of the relationship between the
school and other social contexts and how per-
sons identify the important influences in their
lives and in their decision to drop out of
school. According to my interpretation, a per-
son uses the shared meanings about educa-
tion in a collective culture to construe a par-
ticular personal sense which becomes part of
that person’s particular experience. 

In this paper I analyze the life stories of
two young adults, Carlos and Yasenin who
quit school as teenagers. First, I briefly con-
sider why I chose to work with life stories.
Then, I describe some aspects of the social
contexts in which these two young persons’
working class families live in order to de-
monstrate the multiple worlds they partici-
pate in. After that, I analyze the life stories of
Carlos and Yasenin who told me why they
construed a personal sense which led them to
reject school. And finally, I return to the cen-
tral idea that the experience of school is con-
strued across social contexts or multiple
worlds in an interplay between the elements
of collective culture and personal sense
which individual persons handle actively in
their stories. 

The life story in the analysis
of the experience of school

Alife story is a subjective interpreta-
tive reconstruction based on a per-
son’s past experiences. Several fac-

tors interact in this reconstruction: the per-
son’s abilities to tell her life according to the
discursive practices in the social context she
lives in; the memory filters which make her
remember some things and not others; her

conscious selection to tell some aspects of
her life and not others; and even a joint con-
struction of a story in which the selection of
memories may be guided by the dialogue be-
tween the interviewer and the interviewed.
(Bertaux 1988; Bruner 1996; Middleton
1997). When persons participate in social
contexts, they appropriate available discur-
sive structures in order to interpret their ex-
periences over time. But every person assi-
milates the words and discourses of others
selectively in constructing stories of their
own life (Tappan, 1991), and, as noted by
Wertsch (1998), narratives are cultural arti-
facts persons use to establish a mediated re-
lation between their own experiences and the
social world. Narratives are collective be-
cause they contain a set of meanings and re-
presentations which are comprehensible to
many individuals, but persons may use them
in a unique way to sketch their experiences
as being unique or to understand their social
reality. Wertsch (1998) exemplifies this by
saying that the history of national heroes, or
the narration of national emblems, are taught
in schools, and children get to know them
and repeat them in a process of appropria-
tion. Yet, this process is not necessarily a le-
gitimization because students may believe
that those stories have no value or relation-
ship to their own identities as persons. This
is a common phenomenon in the regulation
of school discipline in as much as many stu-
dents have read these stories or know them,
but do not accept them as a guide for their
own conduct. The values of school and the
specifications of how to participate in it, are
transmitted to children and teenagers
through socializing stories with specific
goals, but children use them in different
ways and accept them or reject them through
their experiences as students.

There are two reasons why I chose to
work with life stories. First, it is difficult to
carry out longitudinal studies which grant us
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access to individuals’ personal experiences
of school at different moments in their lives.
Second, in a life story a person is able to de-
scribe aspects of her participation in the dif-
ferent social contexts in which her life pass-
es, including the school, and the relation-
ships she has established between them. In
doing so, a person must necessarily use col-
lective meanings to make sense of the life
she has led and, in particular, to configure a
personal sense about the value of school in
her particular experiences.

About this study
I carried out ethnographic work in a commu-
nity of families in which the father or mother
are retired from or work for Ferrocarriles
Nacionales de Mexico (FNM), the Mexican
railway company. The aim was to detect ele-
ments of working class culture and its rela-
tionship to the parents’ expectations about
their children’s schooling. I visited the homes
of fourteen families to obtain the life stories
of the parents and one of the children in every
case. I knew several of the social contexts
they participate in, such as: the urban com-
plex where these families live, their homes,
and the gardens and parking zones their chil-
dren and teenagers frequent to play and chat.
Near the urban complex there is a park, mo-
bile markets, schools (kindergarten, elemen-
tary school, secondary school, technical ju-
nior high school), medical centers and a com-
munity center for parties. I was also able to
identify and analyze some of the practices of
socialization in the families, schools, peer
groups, and romantic relationships between
teenagers. It is not possible to present much
of the information I have in this paper. I shall,
therefore, only try to ground the stories of
Carlos and Yasenin in relation to some of the
collective meanings in those social contexts
concerning the importance of school and
what it means to be a valuable person.

Elements of the collective culture about
school in a community of “railway 
families”
The parents in this community had a long
working career characterized by employ-
ment stability and rising into higher posi-
tions (in general not beyond the level of a
well-qualified worker and, in a smaller pro-
portion, as clerical staff). In their life stories,
these parents said that they were able to fin-
ish no more than elementary school because
they came from poor families and had to
work as teenagers to support their parents.
They emphasized that when they were chil-
dren, there was no strong interest in educa-
tion in their families, and they saw that as
something negative in their lives. They con-
strued an image of their childhood and
teenage lives as persons being determined by
family circumstances with no possibility to
choose whether they wanted to continue to
study or not. In these parents’ stories there is
also a strong link between the importance of
their own job and their support for their chil-
dren’s higher levels of schooling. A common
phrase was: “It is my greatest pride that my
job enabled me to give my children every-
thing.” They thus linked their identity as
workers with their family and their chil-
dren’s socialization. A major educational ex-
pansion took place in Mexico during the
nineteen seventies, and many children
gained an opportunity to stay in school for
more years. Secondary school became com-
pulsory in 1993 when the expectation of a
higher level of scholarship had become com-
mon in the Mexican population. In their life
stories these parents used the current criteria
about what it means to be an “educated per-
son” to assess their past, and, at the same
time, they strengthened their belief that edu-
cation is the key to facing the economic cri-
sis in Mexico since 1980. In that sense, par-
ents integrated collective meanings about the
value of schooling with a more particular
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personal sense derived from their situation as
railroad workers which allowed them to sup-
port their children economically in school
for a larger number of years.

In these families a semiotic organization
around the concept of “becoming some-
body” is expressed in the socialization of
their children with values such as individual
responsibility, being prepared to face eco-
nomic crisis, supporting their families in the
future, and having a better life than their par-
ents. Regarding the kind of jobs these par-
ents expect their children to obtain (middle
management and specialized staff), they no-
ticed that the labor market demands a senior
high school education as a minimum. These
parents’ stakes are focused on providing
their children with material conditions such
as buying school tools and uniforms, looking
for the right school, etc., and a strong ten-
dency to use moralizing stories (“consejos”)
with a cultural dimension which integrates
emotional empathy, compassion, and family
expectations (Delgado-Gaitan 1994b). For
instance, a father tells his children: “I tell my
child to study so that he won’t go through
what I did.” In general, these parents do not
help their children to do their homework or
prepare for an examination since they do not
believe this to be their obligation but that the
children must be responsible and do their
part of the deal.

These parents believe that their seventeen
or eighteen year old children are not suffi-
ciently grown up to work. They insist that
their children must continue to study, and if
the children quit school, the parents either
search for another school for them or for
some work oriented training. If, finally, a
child decides to drop out of school, the par-
ents use the expression, “The one who wants
to, studies, and the one who doesn’t want to,
just doesn’t”, as an explanatory resource
which integrates the idea of having provided
for the appropriate conditions to study with

the perception of a lack of will in their chil-
dren that makes them leave school. When the
parents tell their children that they will not
have to work, the parents open spaces in time
for their children to select among an array of
educational choices while they resign to the
will of those children who do not want to
continue studying. The parents find them-
selves actively combining parental support
with promoting and accepting their chil-
dren’s individuality.

The family works in order to be able to
encourage the children’s education. How-
ever, the family is not the only social context
in which the children participate, learn
modes of action, are influenced or make
choices. The children in these families go to
school as a part of their everyday life, but
they also help to clean the house, do their
homework, and hang around with friends liv-
ing in the same neighborhood. Usually chil-
dren and teenagers, boys as well as girls,
spend several hours outside home with their
friends. Their parents see this as acceptable
and necessary because “children get bored at
home”. The pastimes of young people in-
clude organizing parties, listening to tropical
music, watching television, playing video
games, practicing (amateur) soccer and bas-
ketball in the parking lots of the neighbor-
hood and chatting with their friends. Affairs
with a boyfriend or girlfriend are very im-
portant for teenagers around eleven or twelve
years of age and sometimes end in premature
pregnancies. Teenagers may also have for-
mal and informal jobs from an early age on
(approximately the age of thirteen), for ex-
ample as packers in supermarkets, grocery
and stationery store clerks, in mobile mar-
kets and in helping neighbors dispose of
their garbage. For these young people the
value of work is associated with the possibil-
ity of buying sport wear, trainers and shoes
of well-known brands which their parents
say they cannot afford. 
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In the schools I visited, elementary and sec-
ondary school teachers share a negative vi-
sion of the railway families. They think that
the children from these families are problem
children, bad students, and that their parents
do not help them to study nor take care to
discipline them. At the same time, these
schools have major deficiencies in their own
systems of pedagogy and in their organiza-
tion of discipline. Punishments, low grades
and expulsion are common recourses in deal-
ing with “bad students”. The teachers’ nega-
tive representations of the children from rail-
way families prevent them from noting the
examples of good students (whom I do not
analyze in this paper) who continue to study
in high school or even at a major university.
Every day these children and teenagers par-
ticipate in the different social contexts previ-
ously mentioned. They learn to establish re-
lationships between those contexts, to com-
pare the different options of participation, to
use the available resources and to look for
places where they are recognized as valuable
people or acquire different kinds of skills.
Their personal sense of school begins to un-
fold with their appropriation of the represen-
tations adults transmit to children, and it is
transformed as every child or teenager ex-
periments in a practical way with what it
means to be in school. 

The stories of Carlos
and Yasenin 

When I carried out this study, Carlos
was twenty-one and Yasenin
twenty-two years old. Carlos is

the son of a divorced couple and always lived
with his mother. The mother studied den-
tistry at a university but only worked as a
dentist for a couple of years. She worked as
an office clerk for twenty-five years in FNM
and is now retired. Carlos’ father also
worked for the FNM but only for a short time

and later had other kinds of jobs. Carlos
dropped out of secondary school and began
to have informal jobs. At the age of 18 he
joined an adult school and got his secondary
school certificate. His mother forced him to
work for the FNM where he was trained to
become an electrician, and he liked his job
though he would like to have other job op-
tions in the future. 

Yasenin was adopted by her mother’s hus-
band when she was one year old. Her mother
was a janitor in a factory, and her adoptive
father was a train conductor at FNM. When
Yasenin dropped out of secondary school,
she then entered a secretarial school because
her mother had insisted upon it. She attend-
ed that school for two years, then left it too
and worked in several places as a clerk. Later
she was trained as a hairdresser and worked
in a beauty parlor until she got married. She
is now a housewife and has a baby. 

I cannot go into all the aspects of their
lives as told to me by Carlos and Yasenin.
Analyzing life narratives implies that the re-
searcher does some re-construction and re-
ordering, departing from the tape transcripts
until what is the substance of analysis is res-
cued (King 1991; Magrassi & Rocca 1980;
Fraser 1990). My interest is to understand
the sense of school for these young people.
For that purpose I shall concentrate on those
moments in their narratives where Carlos
and Yasenin describe their modes of partici-
pation in school and elaborate the personal
perspective from which they resist the value
of education as an obligation.

Characteristics of their narratives 
Carlos’ and Yasenin’s narratives are neither
linear nor homogeneous, but mix times and
topics. Concerning their own development
they point out changes from one stage to an-
other and from childhood to adolescence
with the change from elementary school to
junior high-school as a central reference. In
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general, they say very little about what they
have learned during their school trajectory
because, as they say, they do not remember
things, and they hardly speak at all concern-
ing academic topics. By contrast, they go
into much more detail when they speak of
events that had to do with their emotional re-
lations, such as conflicts with teachers, fam-
ily problems which affected them, their in-
terpersonal relations, and their social rela-
tions with friends.

The personal sense in the organization
of the school narrative
The following four examples from these nar-
ratives allow us to delineate the kind of rela-
tionships and attitudes Carlos and Yasenin
had with school:

A. Restricted location.2 For Carlos and
Yasenin school was an obligation. Carlos
says:

“About why I go to school? Well, maybe it was
still an obligation to keep on studying. I mean,
seeing something in it, a future like that for me,
boy no! It didn’t keep on being an obligation.
Maybe it was a way of doing something, you
see? While something happens in your life.”

Yasenin also relates:

“Well, I used to ask my mother what I was stu-
dying for, and she used to tell me: ‘It’s just that I
don’t want you to be working in a factory just the
way I am’. Boy, it’s all right. And I go there be-
cause of an obligation and not because I would
like to.”

In these extracts Carlos and Yasenin locate
themselves as being obliged to go to school,
and their expressions of discomfort show
their degree of dislike of being obligated to
do so. I call this restricted location since they
both let us see that they had to be in school,
but it is not a constrained location in an ab-
solute or static manner. In their narratives
they mention a temporary dimension: “while
something happens in your life” or “because
I don’t want you to be working in a factory”,
which refers to their condition of students-
children and implies that they must not yet
work or that they must wait to do other adult
things. This location and temporary dimen-
sion allows us to get an idea of the elements
of the collective culture in which school
seems to be a defining space in children’s
circumstances, and the voice of Yasenin’s
mother giving advise shows her expectation
of overcoming her own working situation.
Besides, it allows us to realize how they lo-
cate themselves in relation to what they had
to do: going to school but without pleasure. 

B. Configuring a personal sense regarding
school. Their restricted location at school
was no absolutely determining condition for
their performance. Over time Carlos and
Yasenin develop their own construction of
their participation in school. As they them-
selves say, there were moments when they
did “try harder” (“le echaban ganas”) in
school in order to reach certain objectives. In
elementary school, Carlos was moved to an-
other school where he had to improve his
grades if he wanted to be in the same school
as his sister. By then he thought:

“My sister had always been my back-up, and she
was sent to another school. I remember I tried
even harder (le echaba muchas ganas), I tried a
lot harder in order to be in that school with my
sister, to get into the other school.”

Yasenin says:
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2 I want to use the concept of “restricted location” based
on Valsiner’s concept of “bounded indeterminacy of de-
velopment” where he states that “Children’s development
is socially guided through constraint structures that em-
power children to explore novel ways of acting and think-
ing, as they relate to the constraint structures in different
ways. First, he or she can accept the limiting role these
constraints play in the child’s relationship with the envi-
ronment. Second, he or she can act upon the given con-
straint structure with the aim of modifying it, transforming
it into another form. Dependent on circumstances, such ef-
forts may, or need not, succeed”(1989:8). 
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“My mother would always realize from my gra-
des (that I didn’t like school), and then she just
told me ‘If you don’t do your best (te apuras),
The Three Wise Men won’t bring you a gift’, and
I, well, I used to do my best (me apuraba), but
then, boy, not any more.”

“Echarle ganas” (try harder) and “apurarse”
(do one’s best) refer to strategic attitudes
which Carlos and Yasenin applied in relation
to their performance in school in order to
produce an effect in another context. In Car-
los’ case the emotional closeness to his sister
and in Yasenin’s to obtain a present for an in-
fant celebration. Nonetheless, these mo-
ments of trying harder were not common be-
cause they describe themselves in their nar-
ratives as restless (inquieto), trouble makers,
and uninterested in school. Yasenin says:

“Every now and then I was at the principal’s of-
fice because I used to misbehave, I used to start
joking around, I didn’t pay attention to the class,
I used to be very absent-minded.” And then when
she was in junior high school: “Ugh, getting up
early, coming to school, oh dear! And there were
so many subjects that I said to my mother, ‘Am I
really going to study that much?’.”

Carlos remembered the days when he went
to junior high school:

“I used to have a friend, I can’t remember his
name, but I remember his last name was Mendez,
and I used to hang around with this guy. And we
never stopped messing around, him and me. We
would always be playing ... We were requested to
get a lab coat, tools for our workshop and ‘No
way! Us!’ Who knows where we had left the
things! I think that unconsciously we did this just
to upset the teacher.”

The way they characterize themselves in
their narratives gives us an insight into the
behavior expected of pupils in school: be-
having correctly, paying attention, bringing
materials, etc.. However, Carlos and Yasenin
highlight the specific use they made of
school as a place to have fun. This is reflect-
ed in their misbehavior and in their joy over

doing something different from what their
teachers requested. Besides, we increasingly
notice their discomfort and their indifference
towards having to deal with school issues.

C. Adopting a stance and leaving school.
Carlos and Yasenin narrate their trajectory as
school children by referring to situations that
had turned out to be problematic for them
due to their tendency to “mess around” and
not to live up to school. They both remem-
bered that they were not stupid, that they had
tried harder when they wanted to, and that
they had managed to get good grades, but
that their restlessness and their desire to do
something else had a major impact on their
performance. As concerns adolescence, they
tend to point out emotional interpersonal re-
lationships as being very important topics in
their narratives. School is no longer just a
place to have fun with their friends or where
one is a problem child, but rather a place to
find and build emotional relationships.
Yasenin and Carlos both used to have a
sweetheart in junior high school, and they
recognize these interpersonal relationships
and their adoption of a stance towards school
as an important element in their decision to
leave school. Yasenin says:

“I was thrown out of school because I was
jumping over the wall when a teacher, the princi-
pal’s assistant, pulled me by my foot saying ‘Get
down!’, and I said ‘No!’ So, zip! I kicked her and
went out. And since I was very messy (“relajien-
ta”) and always failing that subject, short hand
and mathematics, the principal’s assistant told
me: ‘Well, if you want to return to school you are
going to start back in second grade’.3 She was
going to put me in my boyfriend’s class, and I
never got along well with his female friends. So
I said ‘No, I would rather leave’.”
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Yasenin explains that she kicked the teacher
because she was messy showing us her loca-
tion as a certain kind of student. Confronted
with the condition for rejoining school,
Yasenin balances it against the possible ef-
fect which being in the same class as her
boyfriend and his female friends would have
on her. As a result, she adopts a personal
stance deciding that it is inconvenient for her
and, therefore, leaves school. 

Carlos establishes a similar connection.
He narrates his attitude in a music lesson at a
particular time in junior high school when
they were rehearsing an anthem: “I was lis-
tening and, I don’t know, I felt, ‘What now?
Now I’m here, then what? What does what
I’m listening to have to do with me?’” This
large indifference towards school subjects is
contrasted with what they considered to be
more meaningful aspects of his life:

“Well, ... the one who was the love of my dreams,
I mean, I don’t want to blame her, but I missed
school for her. Well, I didn’t miss it, I let it go. It
was for her that I started having problems and for
her that I used to go to school... I used to start
crying, and that was why I decided not to go to
school.”

In his narrative Carlos more emphatically 
than Yasenin points out his large indifference
towards school subjects and identifies the
impact of personal emotional relationships
on him and on his decision to leave school.
The school context is not homogeneous in
the sense that the practices and meanings
constructed in it are uniform. In their narra-
tives Carlos and Yasenin let us see how, with-
in the same physical space, they move from
the context of school to the context of emo-
tional personal relationships. As I have not-
ed, at other times they tried harder at school
learning in order to obtain good grades and
produce effects in other contexts of social re-
lationships, such as Carlos being close to his
sister and Yasenin receiving a present.
However, their movement can be reversed

when their interpersonal emotional relation-
ships affect them and make their continued
presence in school even more troubled. In
this reversed movement they go from the
context of their emotional relationships to
produce an effect in the school context:
adopting a position that ends with the deci-
sion to leave school. 

D. Self assessment. After trying to finish sec-
ondary school and again in an open school
system and at the beginning of her secretari-
al course, Yasenin decided not to continue:

“I used to tell my mother, ‘It is just that this is not
for me, mom, send me to another school where I
can start working soon’. Or then I used to say,
‘No, I just want to start working. Help me get
in!’”

She had worked as a clerk in various jobs and
was pleased to narrate that she used to feel
very good about being a jewelry sales agent
because she had had an aptitude for that kind
of work, or being hairdresser because she
learned the occupation fast. She assessed that
she was able to help her husband economi-
cally, in spite of not having finished second-
ary school, because she could work as a hair-
dresser in her own house.

Before Carlos left school he used to have
small manual jobs, such as helping a black-
smith, painting and gardening. About his de-
cision to leave school he says:

“I don’t know, perhaps that world wasn’t for me.
I don’t know... I used to go to work with my dad.
Maybe I wasn’t interested in school. I was more
interested in having money for her, or to go out
with her (his girlfriend).”

Later he said that he finished secondary 
school in a school for adults and began to
work for the FNM as an electrician. He de-
scribed himself as someone who is very ca-
pable of carrying out different types of work
and not afraid to lose his job because he had
lots of initiative with which to find other op-
tions. 
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I want to extract two central ideas from their
assessments of themselves. First, the last ex-
cerpts show us their narrative organization of
their participation and movements in differ-
ent social contexts: In Yasenin’s case, as the
crossroads between her restricted location
“send me to another school”, and her per-
sonal stance: “I just want to start working,
help me in”. This is a curious, heterogeneous
formula of character which integrates collec-
tive culture and personal sense. Collective
culture in terms of practices of socialization
and meaning which the parents deal with for
their children, and personal sense as an
adopted stance regarding those elements. In
Carlos’ case, the decision to work in order to
have money is a product of the balance of
benefits gained from his personal actions:
“have money for her”. The second central
idea is that both move from one context to
the other, from family to school, from school
to work, from school to the emotional rela-
tionships, and they establish different mean-
ingful connections and relationships be-
tween them. In their narratives school is not
a well-defined, separate space but related to
some of the other contexts they participate
in, and Carlos and Yasenin show that they are
individuals capable of deciding their own
orientations and movements among those
contexts.

The personal sense facing
school obligations

In the railway families the parents use
public discourses to legitimate the value
of school. They expect their children to

stay longer in school because they believe
that school certification opens possibilities
for getting certain types of jobs and facing
economical crisis. The children and teen-
agers do not always find their parent’s vision
reasonable but construct their own perspec-
tives. In my study I cannot analyze the

process of construction, but I can analyze the
way Carlos and Yasenin, at present, discur-
sively elaborate the value of school for them-
selves at different moments in their lives.
Their stories were an instrument which en-
abled them to construct images of them-
selves as children and teenagers located in
interconnected social contexts (as children of
a family, students, friends, mates, and so on),
and which allowed them to discuss the value
of school transmitted by their parents. In
their narratives they evaluated the meaning
of school obligations and compared it with
other collective meanings of what was of
greater importance for their experience of
life.

Initially, they accepted going to school be-
cause their parents told them it was compul-
sory. However, very soon they began to nar-
rate a self-identity as students who used to
break the rules or who were not interested in
learning. How could we understand Carlos’
phrase “What does what I’m listening to
have to do with me?” or Yasenin’s “I used to
misbehave”? In these explanations they ap-
pear as responsible for their own misbehav-
ior or indifference to learning even though
school plays an important role in these prob-
lems. An encyclopedism which saturates stu-
dents with lots of scientific contents not
linked to their everyday lives is a defect of
secondary school teaching in Mexico.
School learning does not make sense to stu-
dents because they cannot use much school
knowledge in the other social contexts which
may interest them more (Quiroz 1991). On
the other hand, teachers in public schools
have a very heavy workload. They must deal
with fifty student groups and fulfill extensive
teaching programs. It is understandable that
teachers do not have the time or capacity to
motivate and direct students’ participation
towards learning. Disciplinary control is,
therefore, a common resource for teachers in
managing difficult situations. Carlos and
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Yasenin described their identity as problem
students which they surely constructed in the
school context by means of signals from the
teachers and assessments in examinations or
grades. Nonetheless, facing this attributed
identity, they broke its disqualifying charac-
ter and gave it a different sense when they
narrated examples of their bad behavior as if
they were adventures or done for fun. Seve-
ral researchers have analyzed the student
voice as agency and provided examples of
diverse forms of resistance such as: students
not accepting the social representations with
which teachers attempt to construct their
identity as students (being a donkey, a bad
student, and so on), resisting to work hard in
accordance with the demands, or resisting to
accept disciplinary rules addressed at their
actions (Mirón & Lauria, 1998). This re-
search would lead us to conclude that stu-
dents have the power to face institutional
identities constructed in school contexts and
a capability for independent decision mak-
ing, regarding, for example, whether to con-
tinue school or leave it.

Carlos’ and Yasenin’s parents said they
could not study for a longer time because
they had to work to help their families. They
had an image of themselves as victims of
their circumstances. Carlos and Yasenin, on
the other hand, said that they made their own
decisions and left school even when their
parents did not want them to. From one gen-
eration to the next there is a change in the
way identity is narrated. The parents used
one narrative style while Carlos and Yasenin
used another to configure their lives as indi-
viduals who are not controlled but capable of
making their own decisions. How was this
possible? Railway families currently have
better living conditions than in the past, and
they are able to keep their children in school
for longer. In the seventies the parents were
influenced by public discourses emphasizing
the importance of education and the need to

have a higher school certificate in order to
access job markets. Perhaps these important
changes increased the parents’ educational
expectations for their children and made
them construct practices which encourage
individuality, as, for example, when they in-
sist on the value of individual responsibility
for school matters (doing your homework or
studying on your own accord) or when they
resign themselves to accepting that they can-
not change the decisions their children make
according to their own will. I heard the par-
ents say: “The one who wants to, studies,
and the one who doesn’t want to, just does-
n’t” while their children were listening to our
conversation, and I think that those moments
have an important effect on the way the chil-
dren learn to define themselves as individu-
als or to talk about themselves.

Carlos and Yasenin expressed the person-
al sense they had configured concerning
school when they recalled the rare moments
when they had been “good students”, their
fun, their main friendships and emotional re-
lationships in school. When we narrate our-
selves, we select the aspects we remember
best because they have or had important
meaning for our life. Besides, the way we
talk about them (annoyed, amused or reflec-
tively) expresses our personal sense about
what we narrate. Carlos and Yasenin fre-
quently expressed an irritation and indiffer-
ence indicating their dislike for school and
their preference for other social relation-
ships, such as friendships or romantic rela-
tionships. Their evaluations of themselves in
their narratives is a moment of great impor-
tance. Yasenin says: “That just doesn’t fit
me”, and Carlos says: “I don’t know, perhaps
that world wasn’t for me”. These phrases ex-
press that their adoption of a stance to re-ne-
gotiate the semiotic system of constraints.
Carlos and Yasenin did not criticize the role
of schools, but they did question its character
as an obligation because they did not find a
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personal sense of life in school. They did not
define themselves as individuals determined
by their parents or by the value the adults at-
tributed to school, but as individuals who
evaluated their situation in school and found
that they did not match: that world was not
for them. 

When a person constructs a personal
sense concerning something (school, family,
friendship), she does not disconnect it from
the collective meanings dealt with in every
other social context she participates in, but
rather uses them to question them, to com-
pare them, to evaluate them and to make a
personal synthesis in a way which enables
her to explain her choices. Personal sense is
not a matter of a pure subjectivism but is en-
couraged by specific socialization practices
and is a result of the process by which every
person appropriates, adapts, resists or legit-
imizes the collective meanings they have ac-
cess to. Carlos and Yasenin grew up in fami-
lies which encouraged an individuality that
enabled them to construct images of them-
selves as individuals who have a will of their
own that cannot be changed. The phrase
“The one who wants to, studies, and the one
who doesn’t want to, just doesn’t” opens the
possibility of thinking about oneself as a per-
son who, lacking the will to study, may de-
cide to do something else. In their narratives,
Carlos and Yasenin made reference to di-
verse collective meanings such as the value
of school to get a good job, being a good stu-
dent or a problem child, the importance of
getting a present from the “three wise men”,
the importance of having a boyfriend or girl-
friend, the value of paid work, and so forth.
They used these collective meanings to con-
figure a personal perspective, from which to
describe their participation in school as com-
plex actions and to describe how they estab-
lished relationships among the different con-
texts of school, friendship, family, and work.
At the same time, Carlos and Yasenin evalu-

ated these collective meanings in their narra-
tives because they chose which ones made
sense to them and which ones did not. For
example, they rejected the value of school
obligations, because they did not like to go to
school, and they legitimated the value of
paid work because it was more meaningful
for them to work and to have money than to
study. When they said “I just want to start
working” or “I was more interested in having
money”, they defined themselves as persons
who had a will or personal interests which
made them decide to quit school. Therefore,
the personal sense they constructed in con-
trast to the value of school obligations was
the result of an implicit acceptance of the
character of individuality their parents trans-
mitted to them and of the evaluations and
comparisons they made of the different col-
lective meanings they encountered in their
participation in the social contexts linked to
school.

Conclusions

The sense the parents constructed con-
cerning school implies a strong mani-
festation of collective meanings asso-

ciating scholarship with the possibility of
getting a good job. However, in their inter-
pretations of the importance of school, the
parents disregard changes across generations
in their own families, the success they
achieved in their careers in FNM, as well as
their economic possibilities as member of
the working class. In that sense, the parents
do not merely reproduce public discourses,
they construct a personal sense which syn-
thesizes meanings from different public and
personal sources. In contemporary discus-
sion, there is still a strong tendency to evalu-
ate the perspective of working class parents
in relation to criteria derived from other so-
cial groups. Reay & Ball (1997) say that
many investigators and school teachers do
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not understand the parents’ choices and
modes of action in relation to school because
their explanatory models are only able to de-
pict them negatively in terms of deficiencies.
The teachers in the schools I visited have
constructed explanatory models with which
they experience the railway families and
their children as persons having insufficient
interest in succeeding in school. Because
these teachers have a different interpretation
than the parents of what participation in
school should be, they are unable to value
these parents’ effort to support their children.
The parents, on the other hand, are con-
vinced that they have done what is necessary
in order to help their children and grant them
their own responsibility for their success in
school. At the end of this chain of influences,
the teenagers who decided to drop out of
school justify that they “did not want” to
continue because they found other more
gratifying life options. The blaming of others
without being able to see failures in oneself
ends with the student assuming individual
responsibility and not conceiving herself as a
victim, but as a person capable of deciding
and choosing her own life.

My investigation shows that the personal
sense parents and children construct in rela-
tion to school results from their own experi-
ences of life and thus using meanings de-
rived from the collective culture, they con-
figure explanatory models that are not neces-
sarily similar to the ones the teachers or pub-
lic discourses hold about what it means to
succeed in school. In the research on work-
ing class families and their relationship to-
wards school, Willis’ (1977) work has been
representative. Willis analyzed the opposi-
tion students developed towards school as a
result of oppression and class stratification.
Pupils from working class families repro-
duced forms of behavior which are favorable
to the culture of factory work but not to
school culture, because these pupils experi-

enced themselves as future workers who
anyway soon were to leave school. The
young people I interviewed belong to the
working class families of FNM workers.
Following Willis’ explanatory logic, I should
search for the possible relationships between
class membership and modes of reaction in
school, but that would make me overlook
important historical changes across genera-
tions and countries. Even in England, Big-
gart & Furlong (1996) note, it is difficult to
maintain that the modes of relating to school
Willis identified still exist, due to the strong
decline in job opportunities for young peo-
ple. Students who had hoped to leave school
early and get a job, were forced to remain in
school as they realized the difficulties they
would encounter in getting a job. Biggart &
Furlong call this new phenomenon “discour-
aged workers”. It has implied that young
people develop an instrumental relationship
to school staying longer to get a higher
school certificate and waiting for the time to
get a job. Pries (1997) says that in European
countries the working class culture existed
not only as a relationship between the work-
ers and the factory, but as a lifestyle in which
factory workers expressed a vibrant self-es-
teem. There was a natural certainty that they
would be wage workers all their lives, and
their life in the factory, their neighborhood
and in leisure time practices were related to
this certainty. According to this author
Mexico is different because paid factory
workers are a minority in our country with a
very heterogeneous working population. 

In this study I proposed that it is not pos-
sible to limit the analysis of persons’ experi-
ences of school to isolated references such as
social class, gender or race. It is necessary to
analyze a person’s complex participation
across social contexts encountering different
types of collective meanings in relation to
multiple references not circumscribed by so-
cial class. Carlos and Yasenin described their
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experiences of life and mentioned the rela-
tionships they established between the dif-
ferent contexts they participated in, and they
constructed a personal sense not legitimating
the value of school that their parents trans-
mitted to them. In Willis’ study (1977) the
cultural production of students in school was
strongly oriented towards claiming their
identity as future workers, while Carlos and
Yasenin remembered that they were not in-
terested in their future adult lives, but used to
think about the present, the needs they had,
the money they wanted to have to buy per-
sonal goods, their love affairs. Having money
to spend with his girlfriend or to buy a pair
of expensive shoes of a famous brand are im-
portant signs of how a person knows values
and social meanings which are not circum-
scribed by his social class, but located in so-
cial contexts that are open to multiple influ-
ences. 

It is a major problem of adult discourses
in school and families that they try to trans-
mit a too abstract value about school, dis-
connected from the interests and rewards
students meet every day in their participation
in school. In general, school is not consid-
ered to be related to other contexts. It is ex-
pected to be of value in itself, for example,
that students must legitimate scientific
knowledge in its abstraction. Carlos’ and
Yasenin’s narratives show that this is not
possible. The personal sense about school is
constructed over time through an individ-
ual’s participation across different social
contexts in which the person appropriates,
resists or legitimizes diverse collective
meanings allowing her to configure a sense
of life which may or may not be associated
with school. Further discussion is needed
about the criteria for evaluating the choices
of students who drop out of school and about
what constitutes a “good job” or an accept-
able lifestyle. 
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