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GUEST INTRODUCTION

Another Step Forward: Engaging the Political in Learning

Maxine McKinney de Roystona and Tesha Sengupta-Irvingb

aUniversity of Wisconsin, Madison, Madison, WI, USA; bUniversity of California, Berkeley, Berkeley, CA, USA

When we proposed this special issue, it was in response to an invitation extended in this journal
by Philip, Bang, and Jackson (2018) for the learning sciences to examine the “cultural and polit-
ical contexts and consequences of our scholarship” (p. 83). For us, this invitation marks how the
learning sciences, as benchmarked by this journal, may be understood as in her early adolescence:
as taking steps into the wider world, asking, Who am I? What am I good for? Where am I walk-
ing to? We answer these questions of identity and directionality of purpose through empirical
research that argues, simply, that we are walking toward understanding the political in learning.
And, that this journey involves challenging scientific justifications for the assimilation, delegitim-
ization, and erasure of minoritized people’s needs, desires, and experiences in learning.

The overwhelming response to the special issue call suggests a global interest in setting our
gaze upon the high-speed train of STEM to understand its underlying economic, social, cultural,
and historical intentions and implications. Such a move interrogates the rapid ingestion of pro-
STEM efforts and encourages us to slow down and uncover the ideologies, logics, and frame-
works that undergird STEM discourses, policies, and practices. This special issue on STEM learn-
ing is thus another step toward rigorous and robust understandings of teaching and learning that
engage the personal as political.

In historicizing our thinking about the personal as political in this introduction, we intersperse
talk from Myles Horton1 and Paulo Freire,2 two education theorists who sought models of learn-
ing that did more than deliver content; models that integrated an understanding of learning with
social change. Along with others, like Septima Clark and Elza Maia Costa de Oliveira in the
United States and Brazil, respectively, Horton and Freire worked to advance political movements
for equality grounded in literacy, citizenship, and social equality. We chose excerpts from their
exchanges in The Road We Make By Walking: Conversations on Education and Social Change
(1990) to highlight three ideas that this special issue draws on in engaging the political in learn-
ing: (a) the seamlessness of learning, society, and social change; (b) the absurdity of neutrality;
and (c) the inseparability of disciplinary learning and social life. We then describe future anticipa-
tions for engaging the political in learning and for the ongoing development of the learn-
ing sciences.

� 2019 Taylor & Francis Group, LLC

CONTACT Maxine McKinney de Royston mckinneydero@wisc.edu Department of Curriculum and Instruction, University
of Wisconsin, Madison, 225 N. Mills Street, Madison, WI, 53706.
1Myles Horton cofounded the Highlander Folk School (later renamed Highlander Education and Research Center; HERC) in his
home state of Tennessee (USA) in 1932. Leading up to and through the US civil rights movement Highlander helped train and
educate leaders of social movements for racial justice and labor rights, with an emphasis on literacy and citizenship. Today,
HERC continues its commitment to integrate education and social change, by supporting education efforts to advance racial
justice, labor rights, prison reform and immigration rights.
2Paulo Freire, Brazilian educator and activist is best known for his writings on critical pedagogy. Focusing primarily on literacy
education in impoverished communities, he articulated what would be known as a theory of liberatory education (drawing on
John Dewey and others) that has since been interpreted, elaborated, and mobilized in communities around the globe, and
credited with influencing movements for social justice through education.
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The study of learning as the study of society

Myles: I decided long before that I wasn’t interested in being good, I was interested in being good for
something. That leads you to make an analysis of society. (Horton & Freire, 1990, p. 102, original emphasis)

Horton’s assertion that “being good for something” leads one to analyze society suggests that just
being good—as in doing good research—is an important but insufficient axiologic and epistemic
stance on human activity (Herrenkohl & Mertl, 2010; Medin & Bang, 2014; Stetsenko, 2016).
Instead, Horton places being good in relation to context (society), achieved through activity
(making an analysis) with purpose (for something). In this special issue, Horton’s assertion trans-
lates into the central questions: What, for whom and toward what ends? Building from Horton’s
interconnected view of personhood and values with analyses of society and learning, we too rec-
ognize how “every theory of learning is implicitly and/or explicitly a theory of society (and the
other way around)” (Philip, 2019, p. 3). By expanding our analyses of learning in this way, we are
engaging the political in learning and creating opportunities to better understand society as it
exists and could be. Engaging the political in learning repudiates the dehistoricizing, colorblind-
ing, or decontextualizing of learning. This move insists on learning as having roots and limbs
that are entangled with the histories of people, places, and societies; it also requires theories of
learning that more aptly reflect heterogeneity of human experience and activity.

Integrating the study of power and society has a long and storied life in many disciplines
(including education, anthropology, and sociology) that can be leveraged in evolving the learning
sciences’ study of what it means to “think, learn, know, and teach” (Enyedy & Hall, 2017, p. 2).
This would build upon our field’s attention to close accounts of learning that view context as
bounded within a moment-to-moment interaction to layer in an accounting of moment-in-his-
tory-interaction. This more expansive view of learning sciences scholarship moves the field
toward greater concentration, depth, and specificity; it also amplifies the relevance of our research
to teaching and society. By offering conceptual and methodological specificity in articulating the
political in learning, the learning sciences could contribute to the advancement of other academic
disciplines and everyday social movements (see Boyer & Roth, 2006; Engestr€om et al., 2016;
Guti�errez & Jurow, 2016; Jurow, Kirshner & Antonio, 2014). Engaging the political in learning
reaches toward a different rubric of accountability than has conventionally governed the field of
education. In this context, accountability is not a quantitative measure that activates or restricts
particular resources or livelihoods (of teachers, schools, etc.); it is a continual process of renewing
our commitment to minoritized histories, persons, and communities.

The absurdity of neutrality

Myles: Academicians. Politicians. All the people that are supposed to be guiding this country say you’ve got
to be neutral. As soon as I started looking at that word, neutral, and what it meant, it became very obvious
to me there can be no such thing as neutrality. … Neutrality is just being what the system asks us to be.
Neutrality, in other words, was an immoral act … a refusal to oppose injustice. … When I got more into
thinking about educational ideas and about changed society, it became more and more obvious that you’ve
got to take sides. You need to know why you take sides; you should be able to justify it. (Horton & Freire,
1990, p. 102)
…
Paulo: Neutrality is the best way for one to hide his or her choice, you see. If you are not interested in
proclaiming your choices, then you have to say that you are neutral. But if in being neutral, you are just
hiding your choice because it seems possible to be neutral in the relationship between the oppressors and
the oppressed, it’s absolutely impossible. … That works in favor of the dominant.
Myles: Always. (Horton & Freire, 1990, p. 104)

All education research is intended to inform social change—changes to practice, policy, perspec-
tives, theory, methodologies, and so on. The knowledge we produce, the processes by which that
knowledge is produced, and the consequences of new knowledge play out in unequal societies;
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within matrices of oppression and subjugation. It is not possible, then, to engage in education
research and argue neutrality. To do so is at best illusory and at worst aligned with larger projects
of anti-Black racism, patriarchy, colonization, and empire—i.e., “in favor of the dominant.” As
Horton and Freire explained and elaborated, the links between education and society (or social
change) are inextricable. This lays bare why the learning sciences is evolving to see claims of neu-
trality in research as “an immoral act” that is effectively “a refusal to oppose injustice” within
society. By declaring the purposes of our work, who the work serves, and what forms of social
change it advances, we imbue a moral and ethical imperative that strengthens our impact and
reach within the broader terrain of educational (societal) inequality; that is, we know why we
“take sides”.

The authors in this special issue refuse neutrality and embrace political clarity. The articles
argue for new possibilities in STEM learning that are answerable to the unmet needs and desires
of minoritized people in relation to systems of subjugation like settler colonialism (Tzou et al.),
anti-Black racism and environmental injustice (Davis & Schaeffer), or neoliberalism (de Roock &
Baildon). Whether drawing on shared history with a former student (Buenrostro and Radinsky);
or on a shared history of childhood and place with their students (Davis and Schaeffer); or a
shared experience of undergraduate STEM mentorship (Herrenkohl et al.); the authors make clear
that they had skin in the game, which closes the distance between analysts and the persons, pla-
ces, and problems of their research. Elsewhere, we describe this kind of relational and political
transparency as political clarity—a clarity “grounded not only in personal experience and con-
sciousness but also in a continually evolving assemblage of ethical and political commitments
towards engaging in rigorous and human research” (McKinney de Royston, Sengupta-Irving, &
Cosby, forthcoming). This is perhaps most explicit in authors’ positionality statements, which
describe how their personhood and histories are entangled in the ethical, political, and theoretical
orientations leveraged in their work (Bang & Vossoughi, 2016). The authors’ positionality state-
ments explain their sociopolitical roles and experiences that index the “multiplicity of knowledge
systems” (Tzou et al.) brought to bear in designing, analyzing, and presenting their research.

Although most explicit in authors’ positionality statements, their political clarity extends to the
interpretation of the context, substance, meaning, and consequences of learning. Each article
attends to STEM learning as a politicized enterprise (see more, in the following), particularly as it
is rationalized in the lives of minoritized people. This sensibility appears not only in their intro-
ductions and conclusions but rather, it threads throughout their understanding of who, what, and
for what purpose learning unfolds at each analytic turn.

As guest editors, we, too, have skin in the game as regards the learning sciences and research
on STEM learning. We know from the research of others (e.g., Gholson, 2016; Gonsalves, Rahm,
& Carvalho, 2013; Herzig, 2004; Joseph, Viesca, & Bianco, 2016; Leyva, 2016; McGee et al., 2016),
from our research (e.g., Sengupta-Irving & Agarwal, 2017; Vakil & McKinney de Royston, 2019),
from our personal and professional histories in STEM, and from the stories our children tell us
at night, that the education of minoritized people has only begun to surface the multiplicity of
needs, desires, and possibilities for STEM learning. We express political clarity through the cur-
ation of voices and perspectives that cut across boundaries of race, class, gender, age, institutional
status, STEM disciplines, and regionality (though, as will be discussed, more of the west than any-
where else). We also express political clarity by prioritizing articles that could speak into the
learning sciences and offer new paths of possibility of STEM learning; articles that would empiric-
ally demonstrate what the settled discourses of STEM might mean to and for minoritized people
in relation to the futures they narrate. And, finally, we invited commentaries from scholars whose
voices enliven a conversation about the political in learning and critically push for an evermore
ambitious, cogent, and comprehensive understanding than the articles alone offer. Jr�ene Rahm
and Maisie Gholson’s respective positionalities and related political clarity, as suggested in their
interpretations of the articles, further map the terrain of what constitutes the political in learning.
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Rahm’s expertise on youth learning and identity in science and youth-centered ethnographic
methods, and Gholson’s expertise on the relational nature of mathematical learning, Black girl-
hood, and identity and her fluency in Black feminist theoryanalyses, stand to further illuminate
aspects of the political in learning that continue to push us forward.

In forwarding the political in learning, each article operationalizes what a more expansive view
on the nature and purpose of STEM learning involves for those whom their research serves, and
in relation to a higher polity (undergraduate education, families, schools). Each offers a point or
path of intervention—whether social policy, new frameworks, pedagogy, or institutional and indi-
vidual will. As de Roock and Baildon illustrate, without intervention, what seems inert—an online
portal mapping children’s interests and pursuits—is, in fact, a pedagogical medium by which the
economic and political imperatives of a nation collapse unencumbered onto the imagined futures
of children. Davis and Schaeffer demonstrate how pedagogical intervention on a deceptively sim-
ple idea—teaching Black children about water—becomes a form of justice, which rightly inter-
weaves a “deeply politicized history” of water with the past and futures of Black American and
Indigenous peoples. Furthering the idea of answerability in learning, Herrenkohl and colleagues
analyze what it means for undergraduate mentors and designers of the program to be implicated
in each other’s learning and that of the youth they mentor. Understood from the perspective of a
single learner, Buenrostro and Radinsky, show how the settled discourses of reform, traditional,
or critical pedagogy must be revisited as projects of erasure when the individual’s desires for
learning STEM go unseen and unanswered. Finally, Agarwal and Sengupta-Irving treat Randi
Engle’s call to enhance the framework of productive disciplinary engagement as an opportunity
to advance epistemic justice through close attention to heterogeneity and issues of historicity and
identity among minoritized learners. Taken together, these articles shift the gaze from dominant
discourses of access and achievement in STEM education (Guti�errez, 2012) to discourses and
desires for learning that often go unnamed and unseen.

The inseparability of disciplinary learning (STEM) and social life

Paulo: Is it possible just to teach biology? … Is it possible to discuss, to study the phenomenon of life
without discussing exploitation, domination, freedom, democracy, and so on? I think that it’s impossible.
(Horton & Freire, 1990, p. 104)

We engage the political in STEM learning because the disciplines (apart and in their amalgam-
ation as “STEM”) are inextricably linked to larger geopolitical and social projects (Goldman,
Booker, & McDermott, 2008; Morales-Doyle & Gutstein, 2019; Philip, Gupta, Elby & Turpen,
2018; Sengupta-Irving & Vossoughi, 2019; Vossoughi & Vakil, 2018). This notion of disciplinary
learning as inseparable from society and politics is reflected in the previous excerpt from Freire,
taken from an extended discussion of the question, Is it possible just to teach biology? While refut-
ing such a possibility, Freire outlines two associated risks: that of bracketing the political and
social life from disciplinary content and that of bracketing disciplinary content from political and
social life. The interconnectedness of disciplinary content and social life means, that a discussion
of ethics, exploitation, and subjugation is not only the purview of social studies or literacy educa-
tion but also the responsibility of STEM educators and researchers. This notion of interconnect-
edness between discipline and social life or, discipline and society, surface throughout the articles
of the special issue. The language these authors tend to use—that of connection—speak to how,
when a person learns mathematics or science, they are learning its social life and what it means
for their futures.

The idea of connection or connectedness is not new to the study of learning (e.g., Ito et al.,
2013) and has carried some weight in studies of STEM retention for women and minoritized peo-
ple (e.g., Lundeberg & Moch, 1995). Distinct here is the proleptic framing where what has come
before conjures what could be. Whether connecting an individual’s past and present to their
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future imagined self using STEM (e.g., Buenrostro & Radinsky; Herrenkohl et al.); connecting
individuals to STEM as a disciplinary pursuit (e.g., Agarwal & Sengupta-Irving; de Roock &
Baildon); connecting minoritized communities’ past histories to newly imagined futurities (Davis
& Schaeffer; Tzou et al.), the authors use notions of connection to pivot from what was or has
gone, to what is possible moving forward. Tzou and colleagues, for example, recast making as
intergenerational story-work that, foreground Indigenous knowledge systems past and present,
and create the conditions for Indigenous presence and resurgence. Buenrostro and Radinsky’s
analysis pivot between past, present, and future in showing how a learner appropriates discourses
of math and science learning and refashions them into a narrative that connects his past experi-
ences to his future imagined self as a laboratory scientist. Finally, Agarwal and Sengupta-Irving
propose a reinterpretation of Engle’s (2012) framework for productive disciplinary engagement.
Their framework signals a constellation of connections between past and present; disciplinary
ideas with ways of knowing and being; and, students connecting to the histories and the identities
they and others embody. Taken together, these castings of connection agitate for a vision of
STEM education that is inseparable from social life and the political in learning. The vision these
articles reach toward is one where STEM learning offers more than workforce skills and know-
ledge (what Freire might describe as content with the political and social life bracketed). Instead,
it connects us to the disciplines, to ourselves, to one another, to our histories, and to the spaces
and places we inhabit (i.e., neither content nor political bracketed).

The road still to walk

As the learning sciences evolves, the road we walk in engaging the political in learning is being
(re)made. This metaphor of walking recognizes learning as a process rather than a destination or
product, and attends to learning as relational and interactional rather than as the province of the
individual. Rahm rightfully notes that there are several recent special issues regarding STEM edu-
cation, yet there remains much to discover about the political in STEM learning and learning
writ large. Indeed, our studies of learning must be as complex as society and life itself. We there-
fore anticipate future work would integrate the study of disciplinary learning with gender identity,
aesthetics, emotions, bodies, sexuality, age, (im)migration, lands and waters, religion, dis/ability,
and other dimensions of personhood and society. In treating learning theory as a theory of soci-
ety, structural and interactional perspectives need not compete for the foreground. Thus, as
Gholson challenges, we look forward to studies that simultaneously attend to the nested contexts
of learning that lay oppression and possibility bare. These and other new directions should
expand and elaborate what, for whom, and toward what ends we study learning, and the innu-
merable ties that bind them.

These emerging directions will necessarily unearth dimensions and phenomena that require
the creation of language, if not greater specificity in the language we currently employ. For
instance, many of the articles in this issue curtail the use of equity—a term that for many has
become equated with normative outcomes of access and achievement—in favor of terms like dig-
nity and justice, which the authors argue more precisely describes what is being sought. In dis-
placing equity as a central discourse in this issue, we move towards better articulating the “felt
understandings” (Davis & Schaffer) of dignity and justice and their epistemic and ontological
requirements.

In making this road we walk, we also see how this discussion of the political in learning,
although global in reach, is not reflective of global engagement. Without greater representation of
scholarship from African nations, Central or South America, West Asia, the Caribbean, the
Pacific Rim, and so on, there will remain profound limitations to theorizing and exploring learn-
ing, let alone the political in learning. Certainly such research is happening around the globe but
our call for papers did not go far enough to draw this scholarship in. This failing does not reflect
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our desire but may be a reflection of how (and with whom) the field has evolved. A bid for a
diversity of voices around the globe is not a matter of representational politics; it is about the
power of achieving rigorous, relevant, and robust understandings about human learning that may
be brought into relief through comparative studies across cultures and continents.

Finally, the political in learning, as rendered in this special issue, does not detail the political
dimensions of designing, proposing, and engaging in the research process itself (see e.g., Dei &
Johal, 2005; Patel, 2015; Sprague, 2016). This was an emergent shortcoming attributable to at least
two things: (a) having prioritized the purposes, people, outcomes, and possibilities when engaging
the political in learning over a tight focus on the political in methods and methodology that
describe the processes of research; and (b) having invited six articles and two commentaries
alongside the introduction, which resulted in less space than such a discussion requires. As we
and others have argued, a refutation of neutrality in the study of learning means attending to
how the political operates at all phases of research and writing (see e.g., the Cognition and
Instruction special issue guest edited by Bang & Vossoughi, 2016; McKinney de Royston et al,
forthcoming; Vakil, McKinney de Royston, Kirshner, & Nasir, 2016).

Coda

We cannot evoke the work of the Highlander Folk School in historicizing our thinking about the
personal and political in this introduction without acknowledging that on March 29, 2019, a fire
at HERC destroyed a building and the historic archives it held. No one was injured in the blaze,
but the loss of material history was devastating. The fire was later deemed an arson. The investi-
gation is ongoing at the time of this writing, though authorities have reported White supremacist
symbols on the premises (see Mervosh, 2019). Without exploiting the arson or elevating it above
what we know are ongoing assaults on houses of worship, houses of education, and people’s
homes around the globe, we nonetheless reflect on the fire at Highlander as an assault on a place
(and persons) that take sides in interpreting for whom and what purpose learning happens. But
no fire can erase the history or future of experimenting with education and social change. The
promise in this road we are making is that by engaging the political in learning, learning sciences
will find itself enmeshed in a project far greater than knowledge production; a project of unmak-
ing inequality that answers to the histories of learners, families, and communities we engage with
each and every step.
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