
 

THE CHILD’S OPEN RESPONSIVENESS TO OTHERS & THE WORLD:  
A MODEL FOR EDUCATION 

 
 
 
 

BY  
MATTHEW POLZIN 

 
 
 
 
 
 

A Thesis 
 
 
 
 

Submitted to New College of Florida 
In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 

Bachelor of Arts 
Under the sponsorship of Professor Aron Edidin 

 
 
 
 

Sarasota, Florida 
May, 2011



 2 

THE CHILD’S OPEN RESPONSIVENESS TO OTHERS & THE WORLD:  
A MODEL FOR EDUCATION 

Matthew Polzin 

New College of Florida, 2011 

 

 Through perceptual experiences, children embody a kaleidoscopic quantity of 

implicit understandings that influence and enable their capacity to learn new material. 

This thesis aims to illustrate how the incorporation of children’s working knowledges 

into lessons and activities in early education can foster a dialogic relation between 

both the child and new material and the child and teacher, enriching and expanding 

their understandings. This entails three tasks: first, using the phenomenology of 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty to articulate how the child embodies meaning through 

perceptual experience; second, contrasting this underlying learning process with 

conventional teaching practices; and third, exploring alternatives that engage the 

child’s embodied knowledge. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology and the educational 

approaches I examine account for how meaning is created between individuals and in 

one’s reciprocal engagement with the sensible world—so that to learn is not to give 

meaning to, nor absorb meaning from, but form meaning with. The thesis culminates 

in four educational strategies that help foster a classroom environment where 

knowledge is co-constructed by the student and the teacher together. 
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Introduction 

 This thesis explores the possibility for lessons and activities in early education 

to incorporate children’s working knowledges and to open up space for children to 

gradually expand this knowledge through direct perceptual experiences of new 

material. This entails three tasks: first, using the phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-

Ponty to articulate how the child embodies meaning through perceptual experience; 

second, contrasting this underlying learning process with conventional teaching 

practices; and third, exploring alternatives that engage the child’s embodied 

knowledge. As a critical reflection on perception and experience, phenomenology 

offers a means for exploring the dynamics of the student/teacher relationship and the 

student’s engagement with new material in the classroom. Since Paulo Freire’s re-

imagining of the self/other relation as conceived by Hegel and Sartre to fit the 

classroom dynamic in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), phenomenology has been a 

common conceptual tool to critique the conventional student/teacher relationship and 

consider alternatives that are based in reciprocity and mutual participation.1 Merleau-

Ponty’s phenomenology accounts for how meaning is created between individuals 

and in one’s reciprocal engagement with the sensible world—so that to learn is not to 

give meaning to, nor absorb meaning from, but form meaning with.  

 The first three chapters are by and large the theoretical backbone of

                                                 
1In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, the relation between self and other as posed by Jean-
Paul Sartre is used to critically engage conventional education practices, especially 
the objectifying relation between the student and the authoritative teacher. A reliance 
on Sartre is appropriate for Freire’s discussion of the dehumanization and 
objectification of the “banking system of education”; Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed (New York: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2009 [1970]).  
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the thesis. In Chapter One, the body of knowledge and meaning that is accrued from 

the child’s interactions with the sensible world will be explored with the use of 

Merleau-Ponty’s writing. This embodied mass of meaning that the child possesses 

informs the child’s behavior and understanding of phenomena to come—as residual 

knowledge. How a child engages the world produces nonverbal micro-theories about 

objects, people, and their surroundings. Having some understanding of the child’s 

relation to the sensible world will aid in the understanding of how engagement with 

these theories can be encouraged or suppressed depending on the child’s relations 

with others, which is the focus of Chapter Two. In this chapter, the possible 

reciprocity that unfolds between subjects in the mutual taking up of one another’s 

perspective and style of engaging the world will be explored. Eventually, Merleau-

Ponty’s philosophical notion of the universal active and passive responsiveness of the 

body and the sensible world will be utilized as the foundation for conceiving an 

education where students are teachers and teachers are students. 

 In Chapter Three, the confines of explicative teaching—hierarchical teaching 

that digests the material for the child and presents it in lecture form—will be 

considered as articulated by theorists Jacques Ranciere and Paulo Freire. This chapter 

is in part a critique of explicative teaching practices and its disregard of the child’s 

corporeal knowledge and relevant experiences, but also a consideration of the 

potential for children to translate or integrate new material into their working 

knowledges. These first three chapters altogether constitute the philosophy of 

education that influences the educational approach that is the ultimate goal of this 

thesis.  
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 Chapter Four is concerned with three existing, place-based educational 

programs that offer concrete tactics for developing alternatives to explicative 

teaching. These programs include aspects of outdoor education, cultural journalism, 

and community-based art projects that all utilize place as a means of incorporating the 

child’s existing knowledge into the classroom. Chapter Five, which is in some ways 

the culmination of this thesis, is comprised of four educational strategies that were 

developed in response to the philosophy of education of the first three chapters and 

the influence of the three educational programs. To illustrate these four strategies, two 

place-based projects are outlined.  
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Chapter One:  
The Child’s Embodied Knowledge   
 

 The amassing of knowledge from lived experience entails an emerging of 

familiarity with an object out of what was once unfamiliar, in the sense that 

something obscure is clarified as something never before experienced is now 

observed. Phenomena begin to take concrete form as objects. With familiarization, 

individuals come to expect phenomena—now objects—to behave a certain way in 

accordance with the understanding that has been accrued. When a child picks arugula 

leaves from a kitchen garden, exclaiming that arugula is their favorite food (“just like 

President Obama!”), they expect it to be spicy and tasty. Perhaps they particularly 

enjoy the texture of the leaves. Their prior perceptual experience of the object has 

prompted a particular set of expectations for how it should taste, feel, and look. These 

expectations are not fixed by any means, and are rather part of a fluid, adaptable 

process. When the arugula salad at a cafe tastes fishy, the child may no longer expect 

so highly of its palatal performance. Perhaps the child questions ordering it ever 

again, since that piscine flavor lingers on their taste buds.  A sensory uptake of an 

object familiarizes us with its properties or instead reconfigures the already existent 

understanding we held. In both cases, the arugula leaf has a particular meaning for the 

child.  

 To understand something is then to have assumptions about an object’s 

qualities that we expect to be fulfilled. It is through sensory experiences that we 

apprehend an object’s particular “mode of existence” in the phenomena that make up 

its whole. This sensuous intuiting of an object’s nature as it appears to us serves as 
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one of the foundational legs of the three-legged stool of meaning. But the meaning 

does not simply surge forth out of appearance—and by “appearance” it is not meant 

to confine meaning to the visual realm. Concrete forms are a coalescing of 

simultaneously distinct and continuous phenomena. They are distinct in that certain 

phenomena, or “signs”, appeal to a particular sensory apparatus, as in a rough texture 

to sense of touch, bitterness to taste, and hot pink to vision. These phenomena are 

continuous in that they allude to one another to form a whole. How the “signs” come 

to be structured into a concrete form “secretes” a particular meaning. In this sense, 

meaning is derived from the structuring of phenomena into concretized objects. 

However, by no means is it a pure derivative of the object. Instead, we must also 

understand meaning as the sequentializing of concrete forms into a personal story and 

the contextualizing of it into a scene. Each of these three foundational legs will be 

taken up here.  

 In perception, we pose a question towards phenomena, and how we pose it—

different sensory apparatuses have different tones—determines the form of the 

response. It is a multiplicity of varied responses from one source, however, which 

come together to form one answer. The interpretation of this one answer is possible 

because the question and its disguises in tone all arise from one source as well—the 

unity of the body. The human body can translate, though imperfectly, all of the 

tongues of the object’s replies, as it initially did so in posing questions.2 In this 

allegory, we are referring to the taking up of the properties of a “sensory given” by a 

particular sensory apparatus. I do not perceive the peppery taste of arugula with the 

                                                 
2 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (New York: Routledge 
Classics, 2003 [1945]): 370.  
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photoreceptive cells on my retina. However, these sensed properties allude to each 

other in the act of perception, since the body is organized in a way that facilitates 

communication between the senses. “Natural perception” is not an act of one sense 

opening out onto the world, but always a holistic, sensuous experience: 

For the senses communicate with each other. Music is not in visible space, but 
it besieges, undermines and displaces that space… The two spaces are 
distinguishable only against the background of a common world, and can 
compete with each other only because they both lay claim to its total being… 
If I try to shut myself up in one of my senses and, for instance, project myself 
wholly into my eyes, and abandon myself to the blue of the sky, soon I am 
unaware that I am gazing and, just as I strive to make myself sight and nothing 
but sight, the sky stops being a ‘visual perception’, to become my world of the 
moment. Sensory experience is unstable, and alien to natural perception, 
which we achieve with our whole body all at once, and which opens on a 
world of inter-acting senses.3 
 

Here, Merleau-Ponty begins to propose the prevalence of “synaesthetic experience” 

enabled by the body’s intertwining of the senses, forming a whole of separate 

identifiable strings. Rather than being an exception, syaesthesia is posited by 

Merleau-Ponty as the “primary layer” of experience. This underlying holistic 

perception occurs in an unreflective realm of experience, free of intellect, reason, and 

verbal thought. It is a decentralized sensuous intuiting of the world along the contours 

of the body’s surface, orifices, and eyes, and thus, occurs in a nonverbal realm.  

 In this way, the unity of the body in latent, perceptual experience enables the 

structuring of phenomena of different sensory experiences into “sensory properties” 

of one concrete object.4 If the texture I experienced as I moved my hand across the 

corrugated cardboard of a box did not coalesce with the sight of its ridges and the dry 

taste of paper, I could only deduce that these properties belonged to one box. But we 

                                                 
3 Ibid., 262. 
4 Ibid., 370. 
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know this not to be case from experience. Prior to any verbal, intellectual thought or 

reasoning, I sensuously intuit this object as a box in the world and carry on in my 

treatment of it as a box without needing to rely on verbosity to come to such 

conclusions.  

 Meaning thus arises from the unified properties of the object, perception of 

which is enabled by the unified bodily schema. To reiterate, the properties of the 

object that are derived from a particular sensory apparatus are partially determinate in 

the structuring of the object, and so also the meaning that it will secrete to a 

perceptive individual. Tactile perceptions of an object alter the properties induced by 

vision, just as tactile perceptions are malleable in regard to vision.  

 Let us imagine a child rummaging in the garage through all of the boxes her 

guardians had set outside over many weeks to be recycled. She is emptying out the 

boxes of all the remnants left inside, not to put new things inside, but instead to 

construct a fort in the lawn for a nest. She does not perceive the boxes as means for 

storing things or mailing gifts; instead, she perceives the boxes as material for a 

shelter. Over a short period of time, she erects what to her is an arguably well-

designed palace, with many nooks and secret passageways. It is sturdy enough to 

survive a weeks worth of weather, including rain, though it begins to dip in the 

middle and the bottom boxes of the towers begin to crunch into themselves. One 

morning, her father, motivated by curiousity in his child’s creation, enters the 

deteriorating construction. To begin, he had been very encouraging of this sort of 

play, and admired his daughter’s creativity and the scale of the construction. 

However, upon his entrance, he is confronted by an awful, mildewy smell, from the 
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boxes as well as the blanket and stuffed toys his daughter had left under the boxes. He 

notices green fuzz growing in the hair of the stuffed animal, and strokes the green 

fuzz on the cardboard boxes that the smell seems to be emanating from. A wave of 

repulsion passes over him, and very quickly the curious palace takes on a meaning of 

being junk, and even those pieces of cardboard that are free of any mildew are 

perceived as trash. So he tears it down with gloves and pushes the damp pieces into a 

trashcan.  

 Let us imagine a child playing outdoors near a garden patch of marigolds, 

cosmos, and bachelor’s button. There are many bees flying amidst the flowers. The 

child has never been stung by a bee, and is not familiar with the bee’s ability and 

tendency to sting in self-defense. Nor has the child adopted a general fear of all 

insects yet. While playing, the bumblebee begins to buzz around the child’s brightly 

colored shirt, and even lands on the child’s arm. The fuzzy appearance of its body, its 

colors, the buzzing sound, and its little wings are fascinating to the child, and the 

touch of the bee on their skin does not bother the child one bit. The visual attributes 

of the bee—its color and wings, its movement amongst the flowers—are non-

threatening to the child, and appear rather fascinating to the curious youngster; and 

thus, the tactile contact with the bee on the child’s skin is not yet frightening. Now let 

us imagine the child is playing in a room that has a perturbed bee inside. Its quick 

movements and buzzing as it repeatedly flies into the clear window pane appear 

hostile to them, though they move towards to watch it more closely and are stung. 

From this point on, the child reacts to a bee’s touch on their skin franticly; it is 

revolting to them. Their little hairs, warped head, and plentitude of legs (just six) 
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become absolutely frightening. Here, the tactile experience of the bee sting has 

manipulated the visual appearance of the bee for the child and the meaning that a bee 

has for a child, which, for some, is “stay away”.   

 Here, the latent knowledge one possesses in one’s bodily interaction with 

objects is being described; that is, the body’s “historical density”.5 The object that 

appears to us in the present does so at the end of a history of events, and how we 

interact with it as a body is determined by its alignment with our already existent 

expectations. Hence, the object is sequentialized into a personal history of 

experiences that are implicated by the present object. For meanings derived from 

experiences of an object are sticky and leave residues on our body, and carry over to 

the present experience; and thus, the process of sequentialization involves the 

aligning of new perceptual experiences to relevant past meanings—what Merleau-

Ponty regards as the past contracting into the present.  

 In regard to the sequence of meanings to which a present object alludes, it is 

important to distinguish the perception of kinds of objects (“one of these”) and 

multiple perceptions of the same object (“that one”). In both, the relations between 

the sensuous arranging of objects’ properties and the sequentialization of that 

perceptual experience are what determine the relation to the present object. As we 

saw in the mildewy box example, there is recognition of the individual object in the 

separate perceptual experiences, even when encountering drastically different 

properties in the object. The meaning of the former can potentially influence the 

significance the latter has for an individual. In Cartesian Meditations, Edmund 

                                                 
5 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (New York: Routledge 
Classics, 2003 [1945]): ___ 
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Husserl discusses an individual’s capacity for “synthetic identification”, which is 

connecting a present subjective appearance of an object with an original, past 

appearance. It is of use to us here as it demonstrates the retaining of original forms in 

future subjective processes: 

The original is gone; but, in repeated presentiations, I go back to it and do so 
with the evidence: “I can always do so again.” But these repeated 
presentiations are evidently themselves a temporal sequence; and each is 
separate from the others. In spite of that, however, an identifying synthesis 
connects them in the evident consciousness of “the Same”—which implies the 
same, never repeated temporal form, filled with the same content. Here, as 
everywhere else, “the Same” signifies therefore an identical intentional object 
of separate conscious processes, hence an object immanent in them only as 
something non-really inherent.6 
 

Thus the object is constituted as “the Same” individual object through the converging 

of different points of the object’s appearance in my temporal sequence. This process 

of recognizing objects of distinct subjective perceptual experiences as “the Same” 

also implicates the synthesis of the original meaning and that which emanates out of 

the new present object in its unique temporal form. Husserl does not explicitly refer 

in this passage to the residual meaning that is retained from this original presentation, 

but this identification makes possible the potential for the past experience of the same 

individual object to carry over onto our experience of it in the present. The present 

concrete form, which we recognize as “the Same” as those of past perceptual 

experiences, also alters our expectation of how this concrete form should behave from 

then on.  

 Can this recognition of “the Same” not also be extended to perceiving objects 

of the similar sort, or category? This is the second mode where a particular kind of 

                                                 
6 Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations: An Introduction to Phenomenology 
(Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1999 [1931]): 127. 
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object arises from a temporal sequence and converge to invest a “one of these” with 

significance. This box is not the same box as that much bigger box over there, but it 

still a box, and I synthesize that new enormous box with my past meaning of what a 

box was. Thus the concrete form is perceived against the meanings of relevant past 

concrete forms, those that are alluded to because they are either the same, similar, or 

share some similar properties. This box is made of wood, and so I expect of it to 

behave according to woody textures and scents that I have experienced thus far. We 

see this very clearly in our story with the child and the bees, where their negative 

perceptual experience is extended to all bees and possibly to all flying six-legged 

insects.  

 Let us return to the example of the girl and her palace of cardboard boxes. 

Prior to her father’s completion of the destruction that had begun with the rain, 

perhaps she invited a friend over to play. Of course, they went inside, since she 

couldn’t bear keeping it a secret. Let’s imagine that her friend, too, at one point had 

created a cardboard box fort in his backyard, which he spent one night sleeping in, 

after his parents had purchased a large appliance that came in a large box. However, 

he had a very different experience with his fort. This boy’s father could not conceal 

his dislike of the idea of his son sleeping in a box; it conflicted with his middle class 

ideals that he wanted to endow upon his son. Or perhaps, in his eyes, it was making 

light of the cliché of homeless men and women who often construct such shelters 

because they cannot access other amenities. So he shared his opinion or concern with 

his young son, who later felt awkward in the girl’s fort and could not share the 

excitement over it and kept quiet. Here we have two illustrations of how residual 
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meanings impact the perceptual experience of a new concrete form: the father’s 

discomfort concerning his son’s fort, and then the son’s discomfort regarding his 

friend’s cardboard box fort. Concrete forms that are not identical to the concrete 

forms of past subjective processes, as in the case of this fort with his friend’s fort, can 

still be alluded to because of shared properties, and affect how one’s body interacts 

with the later-experienced object. In this way, the latent world of residual meanings is 

at the surface of our skin and orifices—our historical density, impacting the manner 

in which new meaning is accumulated.  

 At this point, our account of meaning has not considered the matter of 

context—that the meaning of a concrete form in one context could be interpreted 

differently in a different situation, even though it is the same individual object or the 

same kind as the former one. The perceptual field in which we discover an object—

regardless of whether it is the first time or part of a habitual routine—impacts the 

manner in which it is perceived, and so affects the meaning. As Merleau-Ponty states, 

“the perceptual ‘something’ is always in the middle of something else, it always 

forms part of a ‘field’”,7 a field that we synaesthetically experience:  

Music is not in visible space, but is besieges, undermines and displaces that 
space, so that soon these overdressed listeners who take on a judicial air and 
exchange remarks or smiles, unaware that the floor is trembling beneath their 
feet, are like a ship’s crew buffeted about on the surface of a tempestuous 
sea.8 

 
Here, the audience’s experience of the performance space’s physical appearance is 

not distinct from the sonorous music that we would conventionally ascribe to hearing; 

instead the sound of the music “undermines” and “displaces” the tactile and visual 

                                                 
7 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 2003: 4.  
8 Ibid., 262. 
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experiences of the space inhabited by the listeners. In this example, not only are we 

experiencing inter-sensory objects, but a field of inter-sensory objects that impact our 

perception of their individual properties. By this I mean to suggest that the experience 

of objects encountered in a perceptual field, and the meaning that arises from the 

concrete forms, is impacted by the sensuous properties of other objects; that the 

sensory experiences of objects interact with our experience of other objects readily 

available in our fields; and, though the objects are distinct, in this way we can 

contend that the concrete forms opened up to us in a perceptual field are 

simultaneously continuous, saturating one another. We are speaking of meaning as 

arising from a relation between objects of our world. The floor beneath the seats of 

the listeners takes on a particular appearance because of the inhabitance by the 

reverberating, powerful sound of the instruments. An intrigued younger audience 

member of last night’s performance of Rachmaninov’s Symphonic Dances who 

returns to the orchestral hall the following day, now meandering about the stage and 

aisles, will perceive a significantly different auditorium than the night before, as the 

only sounds are those of his feet clattering on the floor and the custodian’s broom on 

the stage.  

 The manner through which one actively navigates a space also flavors the 

meaning an object secretes to a particular individual, which impacts the process of the 

object’s contextualization and thus the meaning that will emanate out. The objective I 

hold impacts the manner in which I interact with objects in a given situation, as they 



 17 

occur to me as means to some prefigured end; and thus, they are “instrumentalized”.9 

As Sartre lays out in Being and Nothingness in his discussion of the body’s 

perception of objects, the co-inhabiting objects of a perceptual field constantly allude 

to each other: 

Objects are revealed to us at the heart of a complex of instrumentality in 
which they occupy a determined place. This place is not defined by pure 
spatial co-ordinates but in relation to axes of practical reference… Each 
instrument refers to other instruments, to those which are its keys and to those 
for which it is the key. But these references could not be grasped by a purely 
contemplative consciousness. For such a consciousness the hammer would not 
refer to the nails but would be alongside them; furthermore the expression 
“alongside” loses all meaning if it does not outline a path which goes from the 
hammer to the nail and which must be cleared. The space is originally 
revealed to me is hodological space; it is furrowed with paths and highways, it 
is instrumental and it is the location of tools.10 

 
A given space is sensuously composed through perception as sets of paths according 

to the already existent meanings that present objects hold; the hammer references the 

nail only because we understand the hammer as a means of punching a nail into a 

wall to hang up a poster or a way of nailing together planks of wood.  It is worth 

adding that in Sartre’s presentation of the instrumentalization of objects the manner in 

which the objects are relating to each other is dependent on the objective we hold as 

we navigate that space. We perceive the hammer and nail as participating in a duet 

because we are in search of a means to hang our poster; in other situations, our 

perception of these objects would be of two distinct monologues. Still, in our latent 

knowledge of the two objects, there would exist this potential for collaboration 

                                                 
9 Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology 
(New York: Washington Square Press, 1993 [1941]): 294. 
10 Ibid., 298. 
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between the two. This process of the secretion of meaning through context is an 

adaptable, fluid one.  

 A child who intends to mail a birthday gift to a pen pal will perceive the box, 

the tape, and the pen on the desk in relation to the gift; the box is a means for holding 

the contents of the gift, the tape for sealing the flaps, and the pen for inscribing the 

address on the box’s side. They are instrumentalized according to a particular end. If 

a small child desires to reach something on the surface of the counter, feet above her 

head, she may scan her environment for something that will aid her. Perhaps her 

guardian’s stereo set, still in its box to be returned, is on the kitchen’s molding 

linoleum floor. Still concerned with the sweet things on the counter, she views the 

object as a means to get to her desired destination. She slides the heavy box up 

against the lower cabinet of the counter, climbs up, and clasps the empty bag of 

candy. The box for the stereo set has a new significance for the child due to the 

context in which she discovered it and interacts with it. This meaning that is now 

linked to the box has been accumulated through her bodily interaction with it without 

verbal thought: how heavy it was, what it smelled like, even the temperature of the 

kitchen (was it unbearably hot when this was going on?) have an impact on the 

meaning that is connected to the box that served as means to reach her end 

destination, the candy. Later, when her guardian attempts to return the stereo to the 

store in his car, he may complain about the weight of it, or the pain he had to endure 

to lift it. If the child had succeeded in getting the candy, perhaps she’ll recollect the 

box’s sturdiness and heavy weight as helping her in climbing up onto the counter, and 
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smile; had the candy already been eaten, perhaps she’ll empathize with the adult, and 

express her agreement about how the box is horribly heavy.  

 Thus far meaning has been reduced to context, our personal story, and the 

matrix of the object’s appearance—three alternating threads that impact the 

significance an object holds for us. In latent perceptual experience, however, these 

processes occur as an agglomeration, an intertwining occurring in the body as it 

engages with the world. In situating the accumulation of meaning in the body’s 

relation to the world we will come to understand, if we haven’t already, the 

reciprocity between the sentient individual and the world that they organize.  

 Let us consider an individual’s residual meanings that are impressed upon 

their surroundings. It may be true that an individual’s store of latent meaning frames 

the material world, but these organizing significances themselves once emerged from 

the foundational unreflective material world. It is the contraction of an assemblage of 

past bodily experiences into a present perceptual experience. What particular latent 

knowledge is stirred up to impact our perception of a given situation is contingent on 

the sensuous awareness of phenomena in the context before us in our present 

perceptual field, even if it is just peripheral. The latent knowledge has to be alluded to 

by something that is there in our perceptual field, that calls it forth.  

 The metaphor concerning the posing of a question and the reply between our 

body and the object, which was used to dramatize the structuring of properties into a 

unity, of our body and of the object, needs to be expanded upon. What we initially 

posited as the body’s initial question to the object is actually already a reply in the 
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form of a question to the object, a response structured by our store of latent meanings 

and beckoned by the sensible’s question.  

 What do we mean by this reciprocal questioning? To answer soundly to the 

inquiring object is an indirect reply to our own question. In this reversible exchange, 

there is no origin of the questions and answers that arise in either the sensible or the 

perceiver. There is no originator of the question, but rather both the sensible and 

perceiver are equally responsive. In a way, the sensible generates the question that the 

perceiver will ask of it, and the perceiver generates for the sensible that question the 

sensible will ask of us. The structuring of phenomena unfolds according to our 

perceptual experience of the properties that we identify as belonging to a unity that is 

the thing (which accounts for the style of the question we ask, prompted by what is 

there in the sensible). Our sensory experience of its appearance is impacted by its 

relations to its surroundings (which partially accounts for the style of the question the 

sensible generates, prompted by our latent meanings) as well as the impressing of our 

own residual meanings onto the sensible properties of the object (which accounts for 

the style of the question we generate in return). These residual meanings are alluded 

to in the properties that we sense and the peripheral objects in our perceptual field, 

which “beckon” us. Merleau-Ponty captures this back and forth in another metaphor: 

“The sensible gives back to me what I lent to it, but this is only what I took from it in 

the first place.”11 This reciprocity between our latent knowledge and the phenomenal 

world occurs in one breath. 

                                                 
11 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 2003, 246. 
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 The object that affects us, that beckons our perception of its sensible qualities 

alludes to relevant residual meanings of past perceptual experiences. It is in this 

familiarity with the object—the significance of its properties in our “historical 

density”—that triggers our “motor being” to actively take it up. Perceptual experience 

encompasses an active modification of our body that is tied to the taking up of 

sensuous properties. This “amplification of our motor being” enables the perception 

of sensible qualities, and is itself stimulated by the presence of such precepts. The 

action, which is a reaction-to-something, facilitates the sensation of the something 

that was reacted to. How can this be so? It begins with a ghost-like awareness of 

something on the periphery—an evanescent beckoning from the thing—that triggers 

our motor being to alter our body’s configuration in order to take up the phenomena 

more directly through perception. This same line of thinking is poetically expressed 

in metaphor in the following passage from Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of 

Perception, which also contains the nugget of the next point that I will attempt to 

articulate and develop: 

When we say that red increases the compass of our reactions, we are not to be 
understood as having in mind two distinct facts, a sensation of redness and 
motor reactions—we must be understood as meaning that red, but its texture 
as followed and adhered to by our gaze, is already the amplification of our 
motor being. The subject of sensation is neither a thinker who takes not of a 
quality, nor an inert setting which is affected or changed by it, it is a power 
which is born into, and simultaneously with, a certain existential environment, 
or is synchronized with it… The relations of sentient to sensible are 
comparable with those of the sleeper to his slumber: sleep comes when a 
certain voluntary attitude suddenly receives from outside the confirmation for 
which it was waiting. I am breathing deeply and slowly in order to summon 
sleep, and suddenly it is as if my mouth were connected to some great lung 
outside myself which alternately calls forth and forces back my breath. A 
certain rhythm of respiration, which a moment ago I voluntarily maintained, 
now becomes my very being, and sleep, until now aimed at as a significance, 
suddenly becomes a situation. In the same way I give ear, or possession of my 
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ear or my gaze, and I surrender a part of my body, even my whole body, to 
this particular manner of vibrating and filling space known as blue or red.12 

 
Here, the perceptive act on the part of sentient being is portrayed as a passive 

synchronization of one’s motor conduct to the phenomena of their perceptual field. I 

do not actively take up an image with my gaze, but rather, I “surrender…my whole 

body” to the colors in my visual field or the sounds that reach my ear, like sleep 

befalls a drowsy individual. Here Merleau-Ponty challenges the convention of an 

active subject perceiving docile objects at their own discretion, and puts forth a 

simultaneous passiveness and activeness in both the perceiver and the percept. The 

alteration to our motor being that precedes the direct sensory experience—the 

“action” that is encompassed in an act of perception—is the aligning of our motor 

being to an expectation of a sensible thing, the synchronizing of my body with a 

“vague beckoning”, and for Merleau-Ponty, this response is a passive one. For sleep 

to befall me, I (personally) do not stand up and blast music on my speakers, but rather 

I succumb to my exhaustion and curl up in fetus position to bring it about. It is an 

active orientation that moves towards passivity and receptiveness. It is passive 

primarily in the sense that it is an action determined by the sensible, since it is an act 

of aligning my body to the peripheral phenomena. It is worth reiterating that it is a 

synchronization of the whole body to one particular sensory quality, or property, and 

thus in this manner each sensory experience is synaesthetic.   

 In The Child’s Relations to Others, Merleau-Ponty discusses this reciprocity 

in specific relation to the child’s bodily experience, situating the body and meaning at 

the crossroads of the “introceptive” and “extroceptive” aspects of perception. The 

                                                 
12 Ibid., 245. 
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child does not relate to their body as consciousness to a meaningful object, upholding 

a hierarchical relationship where meaning is relative to a thinking consciousness: “the 

consciousness I have of my body is not consciousness of an isolated mass; it is a 

postural schema.”13 As suggested by the notion of a “postural schema” (which 

Merleau-Ponty adopts from a line of psychological meditations by German and 

French psychologists on the term introduced by Henry Head), what we have instead 

of a commander up high are postures or motor conducts that are fused with the 

residual meanings themselves, frequently resurfacing. To put it somewhat simply: 

encountered objects and new bodily conducts are integrated into this existent store of 

meaning. Thus far we have seen how meaning comprises an internal store of our 

personal history of residual experiences as well as external elements of an evanescent 

present object’s organization of properties and the context in which it appears to us 

within our perceptual field. Let us call to mind an infinity sign on a grid and the 

critical points on the x-coordinates farthest from the central intersection of either 

loop. One critical point represents our store of residual experience and the other 

represents the perceptual field. The meaning that we come to possess for the sensible 

before us arises at the intersection of our historical density—the baggage from past 

experiences—and the particularities of the sensible. These residues return to the 

present object of our perception and saturate its depths, the curve venturing from the 

loop at one end and moving through the intersection and then into the other loop that 

is the external phenomena, as do the present objects pass into our residues through 

                                                 
13 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Child’s Relations to Others” in Child Psychology and 
Pedagogy: The Sorbonne Lectures 1949-1952, ed. James M. Edie et al (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 2010): 117.  
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allusion in the reverse. Just as we possess a store of past perceptual experiences 

behind us, these residual meanings are present in the sensible field, accruing new 

meaning along the way. It is at this intersection within our system of residual 

meaning and present experience that we situate the body.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The motor conduct of our body is emblematic of a certain understanding of 

the world, which arises through past perceptual experience that itself is structured 

according to the particularity of the nuances in the surfaces of one’s body—the notion 

of postural schema. Meaning is contained in how my body interacts with its 

environment—that is, in the relation. I have already discussed the “amplification of 

our motor being” that arises from the peripheral sensation of an object and the 

aligning of our body so as to facilitate our direct sensation of its properties. This 

bodily conduct unfolds in a manner that is in coordination with our residual meanings 

relevant to what is expected to come in our peripheral sensation. Let us consider 

another example involving the child’s encounter with a box: a child happens to be 

playing inside near the front door, and a guest knocks abruptly on the wood with 

rapid, booming pounding. The child reacts bodily with what would be perceived as 

wave of dread overwhelming his stature and appearance: the sound reaches his ears 

Fig. 1 in Hard Copy Only 
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and his body becomes rigid and alert; in the past on a few grave occasions, neighbors 

and family brought unfortunate news with such sweeping, urgent knocks. The child 

does not concoct this possibility in verbal thought; rather, his body tenses up with a 

familiar conduct, stirred up by the pounding. His guardian rushes past him, and 

accepts a package from the delivery person at the door. As the child and his guardian 

sit down to open it, the child expects in that package a notice of some tragedy, urgent 

news of some grim event for no reason other than the urgency in the delivery person. 

Here, the child’s body aligns to the sensory experience of the sound of pounding with 

a particular bodily conduct—in this case, a jerky muscle reaction, dry mouth, and an 

accelerating heart beat—in a manner that is alluded to by the present situation, which 

impresses itself on the direct sensation of the sound as well as those moments to 

follow. What occurs when the thing contained in the package interrupts this narrative 

of tragedy that the child is creating with the situation? What capacity does the 

unfamiliar or unexpected in the thing or the other have in disrupting and 

reconfiguring the child’s meaning? 

 In this chapter, the reciprocity of the child’s relations with the world of 

objects, the child as a body acting at the intersection of their personal store of 

meanings and the configuration of the object at the other end has been considered. 

Before moving onwards to the child’s modes of engagement with others, it is 

important to delve deep into understanding the child’s relation to things in the 

phenomenal field. Merleau-Ponty’s metaphor of the “half-disclosed”14 sensible world 

                                                 
14 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “The Philosopher and His Shadow” in Signs, ed. Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1964 [1960]): 170.  
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encapsulates the relation that has been central to the description of the particular 

configuration of meanings that arise in the child’s interaction with the world. By 

positing the half-disclosure of the sensible, it is being reiterated that in perception the 

sensible is incomplete in so far that its appearance for us is only one possible 

perspective of the thing as well as one possible structuring of its properties, both 

which refer back to the bodily apparatuses that perceive the sensible. The “depths” 

beyond the perceived appearance escape us, in the sense that whenever we see 

something it is dependent on where we stand in relation to it and that whenever we 

touch something we are experiencing the contours of our skin upon a surface and not 

any qualities inherent of the surface alone. However, the thing with which we interact 

in our perceptual field is experienced as complete, or fully disclosed, even though it 

can only ever be an increasingly enriched perspective of the sensible thing. It can 

always still be augmented by other’s contributions, though at times to the detriment of 

the child’s certainty of their own experiential learning. This illusory sensation of 

completeness is accounted for by the perceiver’s act of impressing onto the sensible 

relevant residual meanings (our memory of prior perceptions) that are alluded to or 

invoked by the actual properties of the object. What it is that arises from our store is 

flavored by what is actually there. 
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Chapter Two:  
The Child’s Open Responsiveness to the Other  
  

 What unfolds when I am confronted not by an object, but by another 

individual that interacts with the same world as I do, simultaneously outlining their 

own perspective and residual meanings onto the world in their interactions with it? Is 

the other’s conduct understood through an upsurge of my own latent meanings or 

does it inject fresh meanings? Does the other reconfigure my relation to the world? 

This issue is extremely pertinent for constructing an empowering, transformative 

educational approach, and will be of great aid in formulating the theoretical 

foundation for conceiving an optimal teacher and student relation. In line with child 

psychology since the insight of Jean Piaget, Paul Guillaume, and Henri Wallon, and 

drawing heavily from their published studies of intellectual development in early 

childhood, Merleau-Ponty postulates that the child’s world undergoes a plentitude of 

incremental restructurings triggered by encounters with other individuals as well as 

radical upheavals in the child’s relation to the world as they progress to new 

developmental plateaus, a transition also supported by others. Here, we will examine 

how the incremental reconfigurations of meaning and one’s relation to the world are 

recurrently tied to an encounter with another individual.  

 Just as the child’s bodily conduct is the relation between their residual store of 

meanings—called to the surface of their body—and the significance secreted from the 

sensible, so are the gestures belonging to the other individuals that the child 

encounters; the meaning that is disclosed by the bodily conduct of the other is thus 

not “behind it”. It is an articulation that refers to the world, the gesture outlining the 
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significance of the referred-to-object for the other, just as the child’s own gestures are 

doing but in the other’s own particular style. In perceiving the other, the child 

undergoes a “synchronizing change of [their] own existence, a transformation of 

[their] being.”15 Through perceiving the other’s bodily conduct, the child is accessing 

the surface unfolding of the other’s own residual meanings from past experiences and 

the meaningfulness of the world with which the other’s gestures are invested. 

Nevertheless, the meaning of the gestures for the other are half-disclosed, and the 

child is absorbing what is suggested by them rather than what they are for the other. 

The other’s gesture that suggests a different relation to the world is first made sense 

of with reference to the child’s own past perceptions: 

The new sense-giving intention knows itself only by donning already 
available meanings, the outcome of previous acts of expression. The available 
meanings suddenly link up in accordance with an unknown law, and once and 
for all the fresh cultural entity has taken on an existence.16 
 

Here, this “unknown law” refers to the other’s manner of relation to the perceptual 

world that appears to us in their gestures and speech with some disorienting, 

unexpected quality. It reconfigures the child’s own bodily schema, their store of 

meanings, in the production of a new “fresh cultural entity”, the result of their 

interaction with another’s perspective of the world as illustrated (though 

incompletely) by the gesture. How is it that this leap to an incremental alteration is 

made to our own bodily schema? The bodily conduct of the other must be a 

possibility of the child’s own body; it must resemble some action of which the child 

is capable, awakening it. Even in its disorienting appearance, the gesture must contain 

                                                 
15 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 2003, 213. 
16 Ibid., 213. 
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some resemblances to the child’s own bodily conduct in order for it to be made sense 

of.  

 In Structure and Conflicts in Child Consciousness, Merleau-Ponty concocts an 

encounter between a child and an unfamiliar figure to illustrate the calling up of past 

perceptual experiences during interaction with phenomena. In the following passage, 

the object is an encountered figure that is unknown by the child and structurally more 

“complicated” than anything perceived in antecedent experiences. Merleau-Ponty 

describes the child’s familiarization with the figure through its “resemblance” to past 

perceptual experiences: 

When presented with a complex figure, the child develops a hypothesis based 
upon resemblance. Thus, the child invests the complicated structure within a 
simpler one with which he is familiar. The child later adds this original 
disturbing details of the complex structure onto the simpler one.17 
 

By acknowledging that the unfamiliar, “disturbing” component of the sensible arises 

and complicates the simpler understanding of the object, Merleau-Ponty 

acknowledges that the perceptual act of impressing the child’s own store of meaning 

onto the figure is not a totalizing act of putting the unfamiliar in familiar terms in a 

manner that erases its unique attributes, but that this initial familiarization enables 

them to grasp the components that are new and disturbing, bringing about a break for 

new meaning to arise. The persuasion of the residual meaning in understanding the 

figure does not overpower the unique significance contained in the properties of the 

new thing itself, which will be helpful in our understanding of how the child relates to 

another individual who may hold a different, conflicting conception of their shared 

                                                 
17 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Structure and Conflicts in Child Consciousness” 
in Child Psychology and Pedagogy: The Sorbonne Lectures 1949-1952, ed. James M. 
Edie et al (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2010): 150. 
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world, and how the child’s own conduct can be modified through the perception of an 

unfamiliar gesture. 

 Through the perceptual experience of the other’s gestures, the meanings that 

the objects hold for the other outlined in their bodily conduct reconfigures the 

properties of the referred-to-thing in the child’s perceptual field. In turn, the 

phenomena of the child’s own perceptual world are transfigured. With the 

significance of the object’s properties altered for the child in accordance to the other’s 

gesture, the manner in which the child engages the sensible in their perceptual field is 

similarly transfigured. Let us recall that the “meaning of the gesture is not contained 

in it like some physical or physiological phenomenon”, but rather the gesture’s 

meaning is a referential presence, the point of intersection on an infinity sign through 

which the world and the past pass: the meaning is “intermingled with the structure of 

the world outlined by the gesture”.18 The referred-to-thing that the other’s gesture 

outlines calls for the perceiver to realign their body so as to take up the unfamiliar 

combination of “perceptible bits”; and thus, it has the potential to disorient the 

perceiver and to prompt a transfiguration of the significance that they find in some 

element of the world, and from there reconfigures their relation to it: “the gesture 

presents itself to me as a question, bringing certain perceptible bits of the world to my 

notice, and inviting my concurrence in them. Communication is achieved when my 

conduct identifies this path with its own.”19 

 The child’s interaction with another individual and the consequent alterations 

to the child’s own relation with the world exemplify a relation to the other that is 

                                                 
18 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 2003, 225. 
19 Ibid, 215.  
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entwined with the sensible. The reconfiguration of the referred-to-thing in the shared 

situation correlates to the change in the child’s bodily conduct, both are effects of the 

gestural modification the other has on the child. In other words, the incremental 

change in the child’s relations to the world is triggered by the restructuring of the 

child’s perceptual field in accordance to what is outlined by the other’s gesture. The 

gesture that is perceived passes through the child and casts the referred-to-thing 

situated in their perceptual field in a new light that then affects their bodily interaction 

with it and the meaning it has for them.  

 An elaboration on our earlier figure of the infinity sign can account for this 

mode of relation with the other. Each individual lived body is at the intersection of 

our past history and the diverse phenomena of our present—the center point of the 

infinity sign. There is a simultaneous giving and taking of significance both to and 

from the world and from and to our personal and cultural perceptual memories. At 

one end of the infinity sign the individually unique residues of past perceptions 

persist; at the other is the sensible world. Our relation to the other person thus far is 

mediated through this shared sensible world. As there are now two perceiving 

individuals in our discussion, we should consequently imagine two infinity signs 

located on the same horizontal plane with identical y-coordinates. They share no x-

coordinates as they are side by side—except for one. They are co-inhabitants of the 

same world, and thus the far right critical point of one infinity sign and the far left of 

the other overlap. As before, the structuring of phenomena is flavored by the 

combination of past knowledge that arises, passing from one loop through the point of 

intersection to the other loop of the sensible world. However, in these circumstances 
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where the child is relating to a shared world inhabited by another individual, the 

observation of another’s interaction with the world can inform the structuring of one’s 

own perception of their situation; the passing of residual meaning to the sensible 

thing in the perceptual experience of one individual can be transferred to the other 

person’s bodily schema, the other infinity sign, at the shared point of the two infinity 

signs, which is the common world.  

 The shift in the meaning of the object referred to by the other’s gesture is not 

separate from one’s responsiveness to the gesture itself. To suppose that objects come 

to possess their significances from meanings that are other to the child without a 

direct exchange between the child’s body and other’s body is incorrect in two 

respects. First, phenomena come to coalesce in forms and attain meaning in a manner 

that is limited and enabled by the body’s physical capacities and previous 

perceptions, so that it is always with the child’s body that the other’s gestures and 

interactions with objects come into particular meanings. Second, the object’s new 

meaning, stirred by the other’s relation to it, is always the result of the child’s 

responsiveness to the other’s body. It is in respect to the child’s body that the object 

has new meaning, and it only has new meaning because of the significance that the 

other’s bodily gestures come to have by affecting the perceiver’s own body. The 

immediate exchange of meaning from body to body between self and other is 

inextricably entwined with the shared sensible world, so that every seemingly body-

object-body relation is an immediate body-body relation.  

 Thus, the relation between the child and others invokes reconfigurations of 

one’s corporeal schema through the gesture’s reference to the shared sensible world 
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on the surface of the body. It is a clear body-to-body relation that realigns how the 

child relates to others and their world. When the sensible thing that the child 

perceives is the other body, it, too, is pointing to the sensible world, since the other’s 

body is in fact a “perceiving thing” with its own personal store of meaning, just as the 

child is a perceivable “perceiving thing” for the other body. Our two infinity signs, 

last conceived as side-by-side, do not only share a common point, representative of a 

shared world of material things, but are representative of perceptive bodies that are 

part of that world, and reciprocally they are bodies that can be perceived; and 

therefore, the farthest point of one loop on the infinity sign that extends out into the 

sensible world will simultaneously share the central intersection of the other infinity 

sign. These two modes are simultaneously occurring in every interaction with the 

other.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The overarching mode of engagement between two individuals in Merleau-

Ponty’s philosophy is thus characterized by an immediate reciprocity between one 
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person’s body and another’s. Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of “the silent relationship 

with the other” in his essay Dialogue and the Perception of the Other provides us 

with rich allegories and ruminations to tease out the child’s mode of engagement with 

other people.20 In one’s engagement with other sentient individuals and even animate 

organisms, there are two simultaneously occurring layers that organize our perception 

and set the tone of relation. In one layer, there is the analogical transferal of our 

meaningful corporeal schema to the other’s behavior which enables our ability to 

interpret their behavior—a layer characterized by an introjection of meaning to grasp 

the other’s intentions. In the other concurrent layer, there is an open responsiveness 

between my body and the other’s. The perception of the other’s perception that results 

and sensuously confirms the presence of a subjectivity has a capacity to disorient and 

expand my knowledge through its differences. 

 To understand this first layer, it is helpful to return more closely to the 

immediate body-to-body engagement laid out in Husserl’s methodological steps in 

sensuously confirming the other’s status as a subject. For Husserl, the confirmation of 

the other body as another sentient being involves making sense of the other’s gestures 

and behavior through an analogical transferal of meaning. This ability to understand 

the why behind the other’s gesture is achieved through a transference of meaning—

that is, by non-inferentially extending to the other’s actions my own motivations and 

intentions that I believe my equivalent bodily conduct connotes. In perceiving the 

other’s facial expression and bodily conduct, I am offered a glimpse at the specific 

                                                 
20 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Dialogue and the Perception of the Other” in The Prose 
of the World, ed. John Wild et al. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 
1973):133. 
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terms of another’s relation to the world; how it is they engage with the world through 

their body suggests a whole diversity of meanings belonging to a divergent 

perspective—the “depths” behind an appearance that I cannot immediately access. 

The gesture is the sensible surface of another’s corporeal schema, the appearance of a 

lived body with its own personal store of residual meanings. The child’s perception of 

a smile suggests to them the presence of circumstances that warrant a smile for the 

other in their own way; but in seeing an acquaintance smile, they initially respond to 

the smile according to the external and internal possibilities that stimulate their own; 

hence the child’s grasp of the other’s depths that the smile suggests is opened up 

through and limited by their own corporeal schema.   

 The significance for others of the child that unavoidably smiles in awkward, 

somber situations will depend on whether those that perceive this child react similarly 

in such circumstances. The child smiling at the funeral may be very disturbing for 

some, though others may embody the child’s awkwardness since it is an internal 

possibility of their own when confronted with death. Either way, the comprehensible 

gestures of the other refer back to each of their own corporeal schema. In this way, 

the appearance of the other’s gesture, which refers to the presence of the other’s 

corporeal schema, circuits the perceiver back to their own body. This referral back to 

themselves in perceiving the other’s gestures is the reasoning behind Merleau-Ponty’s 

placing of the other’s sentience and intelligence as hovering “behind me” and my 

perception: “the other in my eyes, is thus always on the margin of what I see and 

hear, he is this side of me, he is beside or behind me, but he is not in that place which 
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my look flattens and empties of any ‘interior’… He slips into my perception from 

behind.”21  

 The sight or sound of another’s gestures is similar to the perception of the 

half-disclosed thing as discussed earlier. The object we experience appears to us as 

complete, enriched by our past interactions and the current situation in which we find 

ourselves in contact with the object. The completeness with which the other’s words 

and movements become filled in our perception is achieved through our own 

corporeal schema. The child that sees fear in his father’s face and becomes scared in 

turn is not afraid of the face itself, but instead of what gives rise to that frightened 

look and tense body—that is, the possibilities of what could be the source of the 

father’s fear. However, this fear is given significance through the child’s own residual 

meanings and consequently limited by them. The perception of the fearful face does 

not instigate a fear in the perceiver identical to the source of the other’s fright, which 

transcends the sentient individual, but rather alludes to their own fears. When one 

child in a room screams as she points upwards at the ceiling, the other two children 

immediately shriek in anticipation of some revolting thing; one child anticipates a 

spider; the other a cockroach. Both are equally startled. When the first of the others 

looks up, she sees only a sparrow that has gotten inside through the open window. 

“It’s only a sparrow!” she exclaims, no longer frightened. The fear inspired by the 

other’s bodily conduct and facial contortions function as a contagion to the bodies of 

the other children in the room, who in turn embody the fear of the first one, though 

according to their own grounds for being afraid (the cockroach/the spider). By 

                                                 
21 Ibid., 136.  
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hearing the other’s shriek, the child’s bodily conduct synchronizes with the perceived 

fear in a body-to-body relation. 

 The child’s body is thus responsive and adaptable to the other’s sensuous 

world as suggested by the child’s interpretation of their “landscapes of action”22—the 

bodily gestures that are at the surface of the other’s personal store of past perceptions. 

The processes of this referral back to my own corporeal schema in perceiving familiar 

behavior as well as actions that deviate from what is expected is highlighted by the 

empirical studies and theoretical suggestions of cognitive scientist Andrew N. 

Meltzoff, which together propose that the child’s understanding of the other lies in a 

“supramodal” perceptual system consisting of the child’s intrapersonal experience, 

stimulated by the perception of a particular behavior, and the interpersonal sensuous 

inference of the other’s intentions. This formulation of the infant’s perceptual 

experience is founded upon the notion that children at a young age can sensuously 

extract an underlying goal of an action from the perceptible surface behavior.  

 In “Like me” as a Building Block for Understanding Other Minds, Meltzoff 

and Brooks argue that the extension of a child’s experience to understand others’ 

gesture begins, first, in the embodiment of the gesture in so far as the child is capable 

of recreating the act with their own body and, second, the transference of intention 

and affective experience to the other individual. They cite the empirical evidence of 

Meltzoff’s 1996 study on 18-month old children’s reenactment of adults’ failed goal-

oriented tasks. In the study, adults simulated “accidentally” missing a red marker in 

                                                 
22  Andrew N. Meltzoff and Rechele Brooks, “‘Like me’ as a Building Block for 
Understanding Other Minds” in Intentions and Intentionality: Foundations of Social 
Condition, ed. Bertram F. Malle et al., (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001).  
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front of an 18-month old on a table by over- or undershooting the target with their 

hand. The manner in which the infant reenacted the behavior functioned as the 

measurement of their interpretation of the action. The majority of the infants 

seemingly understood the underlying goal of the failed task, as the predominant 

reaction was to replicate the action with the modification of actually hitting the 

marker: 

A similar argument applies to the goal-direct striving and try and try again 
behavior used in Meltzoff’s studies. Infants have experienced their own 
desires and acts of try and try again. When an infant sees another act in this 
same way, the infant’s self-experience could suggest that there is a goal 
beyond the surface behavior itself; the surface behavior would be seen as a 
familiar “type” indicating effortfulness or striving, rather an end in itself.23 

 
The theoretical conclusions drawn from the results of the study are in tandem with 

Merleau-Ponty’s continuation of the Husserlian conceptualization that our perception 

of the other’s depths are situated in our own corporeal schema. Here, this notion is 

exemplified in the observation that the underlying intention that motivates the child to 

grasp a desired object is transferred to the perceived behavior enacted by the adult.  

 In a goal-directed imitation 1995 study by Meltzoff, the child is again shown 

to successfully achieve the “target act” through imitation, fulfilling the goal that the 

adult’s action set out to complete. However, in this study, the infant ignores the 

particularities of the movement that completes their task—that is, the means of the 

goal are ignored. Thus, in this body-to-body synchronization through imitation of a 

goal, there is room for the child’s creative behavior, since “the way the goal is 

achieved is left to the imitator”. Again, this second study conducted by Meltzoff 

reinforces the support for the influence of the other’s behavior on the child’s own 

                                                 
23 Ibid., 190.  
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relation to their surroundings—seen by their adoption of the adult’s goal—while 

simultaneously illustrating the presence of an existing corporeal schema that impacts 

the route they take in accomplishing that goal.  

 It is also significant that these intrapersonal past experiences that impact our 

perception of the other person’s actions can be accrued through the child’s exposure 

to cultural and fictional narratives, which Gallagher and Hutto define broadly as two 

or more events loosely linked together by “non-logical” relations.24 In their study, 

Understanding Others through Primary Interaction and Narrative Practice, they 

suggest that the child’s comprehension of another’s gestures and actions lies in both 

the embodiment of the other’s sensory-motor conduct and the child’s ability to non-

intentionally situate their observations in a narrative structure, adopted from stories, 

play-acting, and experience: 

When children listen to stories, or play-act, they become familiarized with sets 
of characters and with a range of ordinary or extra-ordinary situations, and the 
sorts of actions appropriate to them, all of which helps to shape their 
expectations. An education in narratives of many sorts – even of the more 
general and less personal variety – provides knowledge of what actions are 
acceptable and in what circumstances, what sort of events are important and 
noteworthy, what can account for action, and what kind of explanations 
constitute the giving of good reasons.25 

  
According to Gallagher and Hutto, these narratives are integrated into the child’s 

corporeal schema, and can function as an intrapersonal comparison to observed 

behavior in others: “reasons for acting are best thought of as ‘the elements of a 

possible storyline.’” The theoretical observations offered up by Gallagher and Hutto 

                                                 
24 Shaun Gallagher and Daniel D. Hutto, “Understanding Others through Primary 
Interaction and Narrative Practice,” in The Shared Mind: Perspectives on 
Intersubjectivity, ed. J. Zlatev et al. (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2008). 
25 Ibid., 31. 
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are supported by an empirical study by Guajardo and Watson (2002) on the child’s 

developing awareness of the possibility for different perspectives—a “theory of 

mind”.26 Their central question is whether or not exposure to narratives detailing the 

characteristics of varying mental states and points of view would enhance this 

awareness. Their findings suggest that as a child’s engagement with others in social 

interactions and accrual of fictional narratives escalates, an increase in their ability to 

make “evaluative comments” about different perspectives of events and the intentions 

behinds other’s actions follows.  

 Thus far I have mostly considered the perception of other’s actions that are 

familiar to the perceptive child, which are perceived in tandem with their own 

relevant residual store of meanings. In some sense, this analogical transferal and 

capacity to read “missed” targets through anticipated intentions would appear to 

project meanings onto behavior in a manner that potentially misreads what is actually 

happening. This difference would not be perceivable if it was only by analogical 

transferal that the meanings of other’s actions were construed. The child is frequently 

encountering actions and gestures that are unfamiliar and disorienting. In this 

immediate engagement between the child and the other, the child’s corporeal schema 

is open to be restructured and enriched when confronted by a bodily conduct that is 

foreign or unfamiliar to the child: 

…the perception of a veritable alter ego presupposes that his talk, at the point 
where we understand him and especially at the moment he withdraws from us 
and threatens to fall … into non-sense, be capable of remaking us in his image 
and to open us to another meaning. This is a power which he does not possess 

                                                 
26 Nicole R. Guajardoa and Anne C. Watson, “Narrative Discourse and Theory of 
Mind Development,” The Journal of Genetic Psychology: Research and Theory on 
Human Development 163: 305-325. 
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before me as a mind: a mind can find in things only what is has put into them. 
He is able to get across to me inasmuch as I am also speech, that is capable of 
allowing myself to be led by the flow of talk toward new state of knowledge.27 

 
Here, Merleau-Ponty uses speech to illustrate the realigning of one’s schema of 

meanings to the other’s relation to the world. Earlier in the essay that this passage is 

taken from, he has assured us that speech is an elaboration on the “silent relationship” 

of the gesturing individuals, and that this disorienting process holds true for the 

gesture as well. If we substitute “body” for both “talk” and “speech” in the preceding 

passage, we can extract from this quotation the potential for two bodies to create new 

meaning in interaction. The familiar gestures and style belonging to the other—

familiarized in the terms of our own internal possibilities—refer to the perceiver’s 

corporeal schema, whereas the disorienting, foreign bodily movements and 

contortions of the other refer back to the perceiver but are confronted by an absence. 

There is no immediate comparison in their relation to the world that would steep it in 

meaning. It is possible that the gesture would not be accounted for at all in their 

perception unless there were aspects of the other’s disorienting production that 

“fringed” the possibilities of the perceiver’s corporeal schema, that is, unless the 

gesture alluded to a combination of fringe meanings through minor resemblance.  

 Although it is through an analogical transferal of residual meanings that we 

induce intentions and meaning in the other’s conduct, difference between 

perspectives is still maintained through our perceptual experience of the other. This 

maintenance of difference is clarified in Merleau-Ponty’s divergence from the 

                                                 
27 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Dialogue and the Perception of the Other” in The Prose 
of the World, ed. John Wild et al. (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 
1973): 143. 
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Husserlian analogical transferal. It is by this extension of my own corporeal 

schema—“introjection”—behind the “flattened” animate figure before me, causing 

their conduct and gestures to swell with meaning, that I can actually locate the 

intentions and qualities of the other “behind me”.28 This layer of engagement is very 

much aligned to Husserl’s methodological steps in establishing the meaning of the 

other’s body’s behavior. However, Merleau-Ponty proposes that there persists in the 

individual’s interaction with other sentient individuals an underlying layer that 

maintains dimensions and difference “without introjection” through a reciprocal 

exchange between bodies.  

 It is this point that is the source of much contention for Jacques Derrida in his 

reading of Merleau-Ponty. Derrida accuses him of wrongly extending to others the 

capacity to access subjective perceptual experiences beyond the sentient individual 

that is immediately experiencing them.29 To have access without introjection, says 

Derrida, is to flatten difference and obliterate diversity. Sorting out this contention 

that Derrida raises is very helpful in clarifying what is not meant by Merleau-Ponty in 

suggesting that it is without introjection that the other’s gestures are recognized as 

belonging to an other with a corporeal schema different than one’s own. This rebuttal 

is also important in differentiating Merleau-Ponty’s account of the self/Other relation 

from Husserl’s interpretation. One establishes the other’s status as an other without 

introjection in a manner that doesn’t deny alternative perceptual experiences to them, 

since the perception of a superficial indication of the other’s perception in the body is 

                                                 
28 Ibid., ___. My emphasis added. 
29 Jacques Derrida, “Tangent III” in On Touching—Jean-Luc Nancy, ed. Jacques 
Derrida (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000). 
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sufficient for interacting with them as another sentient being. It is not a claim of 

access to another’s experience, but rather only a validation that that experience does 

exist for the other.  

 This acknowledgement of the other’s corporeal schema is established 

primarily through the perceptual reciprocity between the other’s body and my own—

that is, it is in my touch of the other’s touching, my sight of the other seeing, my 

perception of a “perceiving thing” that I sensuously acknowledge the presence of 

another subject. Perceiving the other as a material manifestation of perception is an 

external confirmation of their status as perceiving and a potential possessor of a 

different perspective and relation to the world. I do not access the particularities of 

the other’s perspective or their lived experience, but rather I fall upon its presence 

without introjection. It is in the flicker or dance between our eyes in their avoidance 

of each other or my observation of the rapture they derive from a scene in a park, or 

the intricate dialogue between two hands that the presence of another perceiver is 

established.  

 Not only is the other’s body recognized as another sentient being without 

introjection, but it is experienced as possessing an alternate corporeal schema that 

affects and disrupts my own. There is not necessarily a neat incision between my 

perceptual experience and the other’s in our interaction—that is, between an interplay 

of two perceptual acts. There is a synchronizing modulation according to the other’s 

bodily comportment, so that the unfolding of a perceptive action—any combination 

of sights and touches between myself and the other which point to their perception, 

like my observation of their response to being touched—gets under my skin and 
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implants an aim or trajectory that does not come about by inference or premeditation. 

 There is a correlative responsiveness in the whole of my body aligned to this 

style of the other, a responsiveness that contains within it an expectation of the 

other’s own response to my action. Why is this alignment not a flattening of 

difference, an alignment to the meaning that the other’s conduct comes to have for 

me? It is true that my residual meanings coalesce to affect the manner of my 

responsiveness, but the point is that these residues often fail me in responding 

adequately and in supplying an expectation of the other that will actually be fulfilled 

by their action in response to my own. I would quickly realize through some failure or 

incongruence that my immediate responsiveness led my wrongly. The new meaning 

arises from the intertwining of my open responsiveness to the acts that precede and 

follow—that is, from a “chiasmus” of the two non-coinciding acts. It is not until the 

intertwining that the two acts are enriched with meaning and reconfigured. 

 There is not so much of an implicit question of why the other’s eyes are 

focusing in one direction, or why that body feels compelled to touch my own, but 

rather it is how it does these things (the style) that provokes a response, activating my 

body in my own fashion that together constitute a why that saturates both actions. As 

April Flakne suggests, the other’s action and my own are not saturated with a new 

meaning until the style of the other beckons my own body, so that together these two 

non-coinciding acts create a “third” that reconfigures both.30   

 In the self/other reciprocal relation, the style of the other’s perceptive acts 

challenge my own notion of the meaning of the other’s gestures through their 

                                                 
30 April Flakne, “Contact/Improv: A Synaesthetic Rejoinder to Derrida’s Reading of 
Merleau-Ponty,” Philosophy Today 51 (2007): 42-49. 
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intertwining with my provoked and provoking response. Therefore, difference is 

maintained and the possibility for diverging subjective experiences is fostered, even 

as analogical transferal is occurring to some extent and mapping the other’s bodily 

conduct onto one’s own corporeal schema. The ability for the other’s bodily gestures 

and speech to disorient the perceiving child’s store of meanings is central to Merleau-

Ponty’s phenomenology.31  

   

 

                                                 
31 It is possible that this immediate capability of open responsiveness in children’s 
sensuous experience of the other is perhaps the continuation of an ability manifest in 
infants younger than three. In his series of Sorbonne lectures on child psychology and 
pedagogy, Merleau-Ponty articulates that the young child’s engagement with the 
other children and adults that inhabit their larger environment is a more continuous 
process than that of the adult world. Although this stage of equilibrium in the child’s 
relation to the world will not be the focus age group of this endeavor, it offers insight 
to a mode of relation that many phenomenologists and child psychologists believe to 
persist, though muted, into adolescence.  From the middle of the child’s first year 
until age three where the child conceives of their perspective as distinct from others 
(the “me-other distinction”), the child is immersed in a developmental equilibrium 
referred to as “synthetic sociability”.  
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Chapter Three 
The Confines of Explicative Teaching;  
Reciprocity of Difference as Resistance 
 
 The child’s corporeal schema and bodily relation to the world holds in it a 

kaleidoscopic quantity of knowledge, one’s traces of past perceptions and relations 

with others. It is a plethora of information that can be recalled to physically navigate 

through a situation without verbal reflection, as in a particular bodily comportment 

and etiquette in interacting with a particular person, and appropriately responding to 

present objects that alludes to the details of a past experience. The corporeal schema 

is consistently integrating new information and developing in quantity, and less 

frequently, reorganized in quality. An educational process that disregards these 

fruitful contributions in the classroom and the significance of the children’s prior 

knowledge from lived experiences for developing early education curriculum stifles 

the child’s capacity for comprehending and integrating new information according to 

that corporeal schema, which could otherwise strengthen learning and make the 

lessons more meaningful and memorable for the child.  

 It is the student’s lived experience under an educational approach that 

facilitates exchange and collaboration between the students and the teacher—

characterized by embodied knowledge and a diversity of lived experience—that is the 

focus of this chapter. Educational approaches that use the child’s experience of place 

as a basis for teaching new concepts offer a unique opportunity to allow the child to 

participate more heavily in the investigational aspect of education and to learn 

without as heavy a reliance on the teacher’s knowledge. In this chapter, how a place-

based education can enhance the reciprocal exchange between teachers and students 
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while maintaining difference will be examined as well as the students’ 

comprehension of the reciprocity between themselves and their surrounding 

landscape, both machine-made and organic. 

 In The Ecology of Imagination in Childhood, Edith Cobb makes inductive 

leaps based on empirical research in developmental psychology and adults’ 

reflections on childhood to describe the subjective experience of the young child and 

their drive to structure the surrounding world into a network of forms through 

perception and play.32 As in the configuration of perceptual experience as the infinity 

sign, the exploring child in turn embodies the expectations and particular 

significances tied to these forms and retains them in a store of past perceptions. This 

embodiment is a self-shaping experience; the child’s corporeal schema develops 

through this structuring relation to the world, and is continuously informed by and 

informs this exploration and wonder. Cobb recognizes this creative process as one 

that persists latently as one matures, and “empowers” and influences intelligence and 

experiences to come. However, for Cobb, this “wordless dialectic between self and 

world” is impaired as the child is integrated into a highly fixed intellectualized system 

that disregards the spatial and qualitative relations formed on the child’s own 

initiative.  

 What mostly concerns our endeavor in early education is Cobb’s central thesis 

that the creative perceptual process in young children is not supplanted and 

obliterated by the adoption of a fixed knowledge system, but rather directed by it, 

narrowing their creative intelligence and repressing its capacity in the process. There 

                                                 
32 Edith Cobb, The Ecology of Imagination in Childhood (Spring Publications, 1998 
[1977]).  
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is a rich underlying corporeal schema that is a great source of comprehension and 

creative thought. However, “explicative teaching”, as named by Jacques Ranciere, 

neglects its contributions.33 For our purposes, explicative teaching is any educational 

model or approach that disregards the expanding quantity of knowledge children 

accrue in their lived experience of objects, people, and places, particularly through 

the practice of teaching as telling and the centralization of knowledge in the teacher-

figure. For Ranciere, “explication” on the part of the teacher is the subtlest form of 

“stultification” and “dehumanization”, since it clips the student’s own investigation 

and translation into their own terms of what is to be learned. It blocks the students’ 

realization of their own capacity and the equality with other intellects.  

 Paulo Freire, in Pedagogy of the Oppressed writes about the “narrative 

character” of the conventional teacher-student relationship and emphasizes 

explicative teaching’s uprooting of the student from their lived experience: 

The teacher talks about reality as if it were motionless, static, 
compartmentalized, and predictable. Or else he expounds on a topic 
completely alien to the existential experience of the students. His task is to 
“fill” the students with the contents of his narration—contents which are 
detached from reality, disconnected from the totality that engendered them 
and could give them significance… Education thus becomes an act of 
depositing, in which the students are the depositories and the teacher is the 
depositor. Instead of communicating, the teacher issues communiqués and 
makes deposits which the students patiently receive, memorize, and repeat. 
This is the banking concept of education, in which the scope of action allowed 
to the students extends only as far as receiving, filing, and storing the 
deposits.34 

 

                                                 
33 Jacques Ranciere, The Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectual 
Emancipation (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991).  
34 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 2009, 72. 
 



 49 

For Freire, explicative teaching “hollows” language of its creativity and 

transformative power by decreasing its foundation in lived experience. The new 

information is often self-referential terminology that is difficult for the child to 

integrate into their prior knowledge. The teacher’s heavy use of verbosity and terms 

that are unfamiliar to the student in effect regards students as  “depositories” for 

explicated bits of knowledge.  

 This hierarchical form of education often flattens difference and inhibits 

productivity on the side of the student, and especially the oppressed, in two broad 

manners. First, by learning through explicated facts, the individual’s lived 

experience—propped up by a body with its unique combination of biological and 

culturally inscribed capacities and limits (that can be surpassed)—has impressed upon 

it a generalized schema of meanings based on the conventions that characterize the 

curriculum, the school, and the teacher. As Elizabeth Grosz points out in her text 

Volatile Bodies, this detached schema overlaid on one’s existing lived experience 

often is based on a white, masculine perspective that imagines other bodies to fall in 

line with such an experience.35 Elizabeth Grosz critiques the persistent failure in 

discussions about the body to recognize the myriad alternatives in one’s bodily 

experience, taking a masculine body as the “unquestioned norm, the ideal 

representative without any idea of the violence that this representational positioning 

does to its others—women, the “disabled”, cultural and racial minorities, different 

classes, homosexuals.”36 Grosz does not aim this problem specifically at a discussion 

                                                 
35 Elizabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Realm (Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 1994).  
36 Ibid., 188. 
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on education. However, the concern is essential for our understanding of the body as 

well as for the development of a transformative, empowering educational approach 

since it accentuates the diversity of corporeal schema that different bodies accrue that 

might be silenced by a generalized way of relating to new material.  

 Secondly, explicative teaching often impresses a misconstrued corporeal 

schema that is tied to a stereotype of the individual’s experience and perceived 

identity, which is simultaneously regarded as subordinate and requiring improvement 

via explication. The persistent distance between student and teacher escalates this 

problem, and neglecting to incorporate the particularity and difference of the 

individual student further intensifies this tendency to rely on presuppositions. The 

manner in which the explication is oriented, or catered even, to the student without 

their contributions or participation often implants a distant anticipated experience 

upon them. This stultification is exaggerated by the differential oppression of certain 

groups on top of the hierarchical relation of teacher to child. This form of explicative 

teaching can appear at times as a transformative educational practice, since it can be 

an approach developed for a specific demographic, oriented towards a particular 

class, gender, race, or cultural identity. Nevertheless, these programs often are created 

without the participation and incorporation of the actual lived experiences of the 

students and participants. In failing to incorporate the child’s knowledge and micro-

theories on relevant phenomena, the embodied knowledge that they do possess is 

neglected and implicitly rejected, and even assumed to be a persistent error.  

 In the last chapter’s discussion of the child’s embodied meanings it was 

illustrated there is valuable knowledge to learn from the observation of others’ 
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behavior and speech and from the other’s relation to the shared surroundings. 

However, in Ranciere’s description of explicative teaching and Freire’s stereotype of 

the banking system of education, we see an immediate body-to-body relation that 

oppresses and objectifies the student by transmitting a verbose, closed-loop of jargon 

that squashes difference. It is easy to imagine this transmission as a relation of one 

mind to another mind, one that is a subject and one that is an object. However, it is 

also a bodily relation. There is a whole system of body etiquette to be learned in 

formal education and explicative teaching, and the recounting of memorized facts 

unfolds according to a particular corporeal schema that emerges from the dynamic 

between the child’s personal bodily conducts and the set expectations of the 

classroom. In this way, the learned verbosity does not exist completely in a verbal 

realm in its closed loop, but also has corporeal aspects intertwined. However, this 

bodily conduct and language is not identical to the embodied knowledge discussed 

earlier that feeds into one’s relation to the world and gives itself to authentic thought 

and speech, containing kernels for developing theories about the workings of the 

objects, people, and things. Instead, this body etiquette is wrapped up in the closed 

loop of knowledge adopted from the teacher’s explication, and is triggered by clear 

verbal cues. Rather than integrating the new information so that it effects how one 

relates to the material things around which it centers on, the bodily comportment is 

alluded to by other objectifying relations and similar material spaces and extended to 

these contexts, for example: taking up little space, remaining quiet and obedient, and 

masking one’s bodily and cultural differences.  
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 In The Ignorant Schoolmaster, Ranciere claims that the essential characteristic 

of explicative teaching is the refusal to recognize others’ capacity to learn on their 

own. It is only upon treating all intelligences as equal and an embodiment of that fact 

in one’s collaboration with others that one is emancipated and can aid in helping 

others emancipate themselves. Both the theories of liberation and stultification by 

Freire and Ranciere assume the presence of an underlying corporeal schema that can 

function as a reference point for understanding all experience and knowledge, which 

Grosz illustrates as a diverse, nuanced experience that is partially a result of the 

makeup of one’s body. While explicators often portray diverging intellectual 

expression as ignorance and incapacity, it is actually a different knowledge resulting 

from a different lived experience.  

 Although Cobb focuses on the narrowing and clipping of the child’s relation 

to the world as the result of a fixed, highly intellectualized knowledge system, 

Ranciere acknowledges that the maturing child diverges from the more universal 

wonder of the infant as they develop a culturally and circumstantially determined 

will. By circumstance, I am referring to one’s idiosyncratic experience of an event 

that ruptures, shifts, or complicates one’s bodily conduct and engagement with the 

world. It is the illegimatization of this lived experience by explication that Ranciere 

recognizes as stultification, which is the distancing from and suppression of one’s 

self-realization of their intellectual capacity by suffocating one’s will, in comparison 

to broadening one’s will to encourage one’s self-recognition of their capacity to 
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learn.37 This can occur in both the classroom and in familial interpersonal 

relationships.  

 Tied to this notion is Ranciere’s notion of comprehension as a “translation”—

that is, the ability to integrate new knowledges into one’s corporeal schema “by 

observing and retaining, repeating and verifying, by relating what they were trying to 

know to what they already knew, by doing and reflecting about what they had 

done.”38 Individuals have the capacity to translate and integrate any new phenomena 

and information through their allusion to relevant residual meaning that the student 

possesses. The notion of comprehension as translation is central to our exploration of 

a reciprocal collaboration and dialogue between student and teacher and the 

recognition of the student’s capacity to actively participate in the learning process. In 

speaking—which is the materializing of a meaningful thought—meaning can in turn 

be translated by the listener into their own language, their own schema of knowledge, 

so that “the speaker has actually said an infinity of things beyond what he wanted to 

say”.39 In this way, “thoughts fly from one mind to another on the wings of words”, 

yet these thoughts in the other can never be premeditated by the speaker that spurred 

them. The other’s reply that illustrates the unexpected direction in which they took 

my comment has the power to reorient my own relation to what I had said before and 

what the other spoke in their reply, so that it is the two together that determines the 

direction in which the conversation will flow from there.   

 

                                                 
37 Jacques Ranciere, The Ignorant Schoolmaster, 1991, 7. 
38 Ibid., 10.  
39 Ibid., 62. 
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 A corporeal schema, where the body is at the intersection of the residual store 

of meanings and its surroundings, is an ever-present unfolding of embodied 

knowledge. Preverbal perceptual experience—where phenomena are being organized 

and tied together through significance that emerges between the play between one’s 

personal story and what sensible things are present before them—is the source of 

myriad implicit theories about things, people, and concepts such as space and time, 

which manifest nonverbally in our body conduct. The past three decades of child 

cognitive science has encompassed a developing exploration into children’s capacity 

to concoct their own “naïve” theories about objects, animate organisms, and concepts 

such as time and space through perceptual experience.40 This particular 

conceptualization is helpful for us in considering what impact explicative teaching, 

expatiated on by theorists like Ranciere and Freire, might have on our notion of 

embodied knowledge.  

 Cognitive scientist Eugene Subbotsky employs the term “phenomenalistic 

perception” to refer to the experience of events and objects that are not determined by 

scientific conceptions, but rather a pure “impression” that is instead informed by 

perceptual inputs, interpersonal relations, and maturational processes. These 

perceptions intermingle to produce a never-ending quantity of models and 

                                                 
40 Susan Carey, Conceptual Change in Childhood (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987); 
Alison Gopnik and Andrew N. Meltzoff, Words, thoughts, and theories (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Bradford, MIT Press, 1997); Eugene V. Subbotsky, “Phenomenalistic 
perception and rational understanding in the mind of an individual: The fight for 
dominance,” in Imagining the impossible: Magical, scientific, and religious thinking 
in children, ed. K. Rosengren et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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expectations and occasional ruptures in theories through over-arching conceptual 

changes. This conceptualization will aid us in grasping how formal education may 

manipulate or reinforce naïve theories. What is of particular interest to us in these 

threads of cognitive science is their discussion of the impact of the “rational 

knowledge” promulgated by formal education on the phenomenalistic perception of 

the child. Subbotsky employs the term rational knowledge in the article specifically to 

refer to learned scientific facts and theories as well as more broadly to any learned 

system of knowledge outside of our “phenomenalistic perception” and what is not 

produced by our own nonverbal, perceptual experiences—such as in studying a 

religion that one does not practice or continental drift. However, farther below, this 

neat incision separating the knowledge that one produces and the knowledge one 

learns externally misses an essential interaction between our corporeal schema and 

learned knowledges.  

 Subbotsky discusses and demonstrates through empirical studies the 

persistence of the child’s phenomenalistic perception in the form of nonverbal 

attitudes and behavior even as they possess the knowledge of and can recount 

contradicting scientific explanations.41 Building upon the concept of domain-specific 

theories that maintain some degree of independence from each other in children and 

adults, Subbotsky considers the coexistence of phenomenalistic thought and 

rationalistic thinking in children. This coexistence can unfold with or without discord: 

it is possible for meaning derived from perceptual experience and learned meanings 

                                                 
41 Eugene V. Subbotsky, “Phenomenalistic perception and rational understanding in 
the mind of an individual: The fight for dominance,” in Imagining the impossible: 
Magical, scientific, and religious thinking in children, 2000. 
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from explication to exist noncompetitively even as they are theoretically conflicting 

just as it is possible for them to combat one another competitively by supplanting the 

weaker theories and models.  

 His stereotype of rational scientific understanding is either opposed to or in 

tandem with phenomenalistic knowledge. For Subbotsky, rational understanding, at 

best, can coincide with phenomenalistic perception, but it is not embodied or one with 

phenomenalistic knowledge in children. There is for Subbotsky the possibility for 

conflicting theories to coincide and persist separately in domain-specific realms, as in 

the case of rational understanding dominating verbal communication and 

phenomenalistic in nonverbal interactions with other objects and people: 

Yet, an individual’s mind does not only consist of verbal beliefs; it also 
consists of nonverbal attitudes and actions. The problem of peaceful 
coexistence between alternative representations can be resolved by simply 
divorcing the alternative representations and assigning them to different levels 
of the mind’s functioning. According to this model, phenomenalistic causal 
thinking retains its power at the level of non-verbal attitudes and actions in 
older children and even adults.42 

 
On the occasion that a rational line of thinking “replaces” the equivalent 

phenomenalistic knowledge that it opposes, this new adopted conception blocks the 

phenomenalistic knowledge in the child’s nonverbal relation to the world. It exists 

outside of the phenomenalistic knowledge, but causes the corresponding 

phenomenalistic perception to collapse.  

 Within this distinction that Subbotsky makes between rational understanding 

and phenomenalistic knowledge there is an implicit association of verbal speech with 

scientific knowledge. This does not take into account the notion of authentic speech 

                                                 
42 Ibid., 52. 
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as a verbalization of the meanings of one’s corporeal schema that Merleau-Ponty 

explores in Phenomenology of Perception. Such speech represents the “subject’s 

taking up a position in the world of his meanings”. It is a selection limited by an 

amassed cultural store of sedimented language, and influenced by the meanings that 

have become entwined with the embodiment of the word—and in this way, it is an 

outburst of expression aligned according to one’s corporeal schema:  

It presents or rather it is the subject’s taking up of a position in the world of 
his meanings. The term ‘world’ here is not a manner of speaking: it means 
that the mental or cultural life borrows its structures from natural life and that 
the thinking subject must have its basis in the subject incarnate. The phonetic 
gesture brings about, both for the speaking subject and for his hearers, a 
certain structural co-ordination of experience, a certain modulation of 
existence, exactly as a pattern of my bodily behavior endows the objects 
around me with a certain significance both for me and for others.43 

 
One’s embodied knowledge contains an excess of meanings for any given situation, 

and these latent meanings manifest authentically in different contexts that prompt 

diverging bodily conduct and speech. Thus, the articulation of this perceptual 

knowing that has not yet been verbally reflected on would be authentic speech, and so 

would articulating learned knowledge that brings new elements about the world in 

focus during perceptual experience. A young child that explains to an adult that a 

falling rock is alive because it is moving could perhaps be an authentic articulation of 

latent meaning that underlies perceptual experiences of objects. The act of a child 

telling others that living things need to eat and that living things at some point will 

die—facts that they have recently learned in class—is another possible example of 

authentic expression, since learning this new knowledge has the organizing power to 

                                                 
43 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Percetion, 2003, 225.  
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alter the child’s relation to the world and objects around them, which are now related 

to as biotic and abiotic life.  

 An individual’s authentic expression has the capacity to contradict itself from 

situation to situation. This “many headed” expression44 can be deployed authentically 

in regard to seemingly dissonant acts, as in the case of a child who addresses other 

family members in English with the accent of their non-English first language but 

“drops” the accent and “picks up” another in the child’s conversations with others 

outside of their immediate family. What Freire refers to as verbosity and what 

Merleau-Ponty would refer to as inauthentic acts is instead the regurgitation of 

learned facts or beliefs that have not been translated yet into one’s own language, that 

is, integrated into their own bodily schema and their tacit perceptual knowing.  

 Subbotsky’s processes of replacement and coincidence are possible options 

for the relationship between adopted scientific understandings and phenomenalistic 

understanding. However, a matter worth discussing is the potential for children to 

integrate a scientific, rational understanding, and other new knowledges for that 

matter, in the production of new phenomenalistic knowledge and meaning in 

perceptual experience, impacting the child’s relation to the world. The relation 

between rational scientific thinking and phenomenalistic knowledge does not always 

unfold as top-down, where rational understandings correct errors in perception, or the 

side-by-side form that Subbotsky presents, nor as a bottom-up resistance to new 

rational knowledge. The experience and comprehension of rational thought can be 

                                                 
44 Donna Haraway, "A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-
Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century," in Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The 
Reinvention of Nature (New York; Routledge, 1991): 154.  
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embodied in nonverbal behavior through a disorienting rupture of residual meanings 

that stimulate a restructuring of one’s relation to the surrounding world, as we see in 

Merleau-Ponty’s account. Phenomenalistic perception and the knowledge derived 

from it would therefore hold these new rational understandings, and it would be no 

less authentic then the prior implicit theories. Subbotsky’s definition of 

phenomenalistic perception—that is, experience not framed by scientific 

understanding—clips a much more complicated relationship between rational 

scientific knowledge and perceptual experience.   

 Thus there are mainly two broad relationships between perceptual experience 

and new knowledges: knowledge that is integrated into one’s corporeal schema, and 

that which remains separate and persistent in its own closed schema. The diverging 

factor between the two is very much a matter of how the child is exposed to the new 

information. The cases in which verbal beliefs are divorced from one’s nonverbal 

attitudes and behavior are often a matter of explicative teaching.45 Children’s pre-

existing micro-theories about processes should be directly alluded to in formal 

education, or consequently it is possible that their learned knowledge may not 

saturate their own experience. Children may be able to learn about science and 

discuss these learned facts when asked science questions, but perhaps they do not 

apply the concepts to their experience of other phenomena. Learned knowledge from 

explication and embodied knowledge can remain separate when the learned 

knowledge remains in a closed schema of jargonized, adopted information in an 

                                                 
45 Eugene V. Subbotsky, “Phenomenalistic perception and rational understanding in 
the mind of an individual: The fight for dominance,” in Imagining the impossible: 
Magical, scientific, and religious thinking in children, 2000. 
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explicative educational setting. The presentation of learned knowledge in terms 

familiar to the student and in deliberate relation to their existing embodied knowledge 

will advance them into learning concepts more quickly and at greater depth, and it is 

more likely to be remembered by the child.  

 Before moving forward to discuss the particular educational practices that 

facilitate an engagement with new material, we must first consider the value of the 

child’s embodied knowledge that hasn’t intensively integrated scientific 

understanding or been blocked by explicated scientific topics. The discussion of 

children’s implicit theories and the potential adoption of new theories has opened a 

qualitative discussion of the utility of phenomenalistic knowledge and embodied 

knowledge, questioning whether it should be regarded as a misleading persistent error 

or guiding insight—and from there, whether is should be mitigated, preserved, 

directed, or suppressed. It is always a guiding insight to the student, although in a 

complicated manner. A child’s implicit, latent knowledge aids them in navigating 

through space, maintaining stable relations with others, and avoiding danger or 

drawing them to comfort, but it also contains in it misled assumptions that should not 

be ignored, but considered and addressed. For an obvious example, subtle forms of 

racism persist in many children’s bodily conduct when interacting with people that 

they perceive to belong to different racial groups, in a manner that can perpetuate 

oppression of one group by another. However, this implicit racist bodily comportment 

must still guide us in addressing and altering the racist conceptions they hold. To 

disregard this racist tendency as a persistent error by correcting it with politically 

correct information without directly addressing it makes it less likely that the child 
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will integrate the new knowledge into their way of relating to others. This goes with 

other oppressive socially indoctrinated bodily comportments such as sexism, 

homophobia, ableism, and classism. 

 Acknowledging that the child is a subject with their own points of 

comparison—“something to which a new thing to be learned can be related”—

maintains a reciprocal relation between two subjects.46 Earlier we established that 

one’s perceptual experience of the other’s perception—a hint at their particular 

subjective experience—maintains difference and prevents a flattening of one 

individual’s experience by the other. In an educational setting, it is imaginable how 

this recognition of the child’s perceptual experience points to their existing 

knowledges. The validity and uniqueness of the child’s perspective calls for its 

incorporation as well as the contributions based on that embodied knowledge. In 

Teaching to Transgress, bell hooks iterates the necessity in the classroom for an 

acknowledged awareness of others’ bodies on behalf of students and teachers, bodies 

that enable, shade, and hinder relations with the material to be covered, the physical 

surroundings, and the people in the class.47 This often neglected acknowledgement is 

helpful in relating to the child as possessing a store of meanings—especially 

knowledges that are not necessarily accessible through one’s own lived experience—

to which lessons can be related.  

 The insight that the surfaces of one’s body complete the sensory experiences 

of the sensible world, and that our own body is entwined with things in their meaning, 

                                                 
46 Jacques Ranciere, The Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectual 
Emancipation, 1991, 28. 
47 bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress (New York: Routledge, 1994).  
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emphasizes the need to recognize the body in the education process. In Grosz’s 

words, this reciprocity is what “makes the subject open up to and be completed by the 

world.”48 The surface of one’s bodies—the biological limits of our bodies and 

embodied cultural phenomena as well as the diverging personal histories that have 

been discussed most directly in the previous chapters—have a foundational presence 

in the meaning that is produced between the sentient and the sensible. A failure to 

recognize and incorporate these differences that arise out of the multiplicity of bodies 

threatens to perpetuate an oppressive relation between the teacher and the student in 

extending a generalized corporeal schema to the student in the knowledges presented 

and manner in which it is presented. A reciprocal exchange—including dialogue and 

collaboration—between student and teacher requires the recognition that equality 

implicates a multiplicity of diverging experiences of bodies, which altogether can 

form a community (“the power of equality is at once duality and community”49). In 

Merleau-Ponty’s terminology, the classroom is an intercorporeal realm.  

 How can this community of embodied knowledges in the classroom not be 

interrupted and flattened by oppressive, objectifying conditions, such as in explicative 

teaching? In what manner does a reciprocal, productive relation between bodies in the 

classroom unfold? Ranciere heralds the use of a material thing in education that is 

shared by both students and teachers as the “gauge of equality”.  A material thing is 

“the only bridge of communication between two minds”; that is, a passage, but also a 
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distance maintained.50 For Ranciere, this distance afforded by the thing is best offered 

in the form of a text. The reliance on a text, to be explored and read alone and without 

overbearing guidance, is a first step towards preventing stultification. This concept of 

a “thing in common” that serves as a pivot between the teacher and student was taken 

from Ranciere’s extensive research into nineteenth century education reformist 

Joseph Jacotot, who taught French to Flemish students without understanding a bit of 

his students’ language: 

There was thus no language in which he could teach them what they sought 
from him. Yet he wanted to respond to their wishes. To do so, the minimal 
link of a thing in common had to be established between himself and them. At 
that time, a bilingual edition of Telemaque was being published in Brussels… 
He had the book delivered to the students and asked them, through an 
interpreter, to learn the French text with the help of the translation. When they 
had made it through the first half of the book, he had them repeat what they 
had learned over and over, and then told them to read through the rest of the 
book until they could recite it… 
He had given no explanation to his “students” on the first elements of the 
language. He had not explained spelling or conjugations to them. They had 
looked for the French words that corresponded to words they knew and the 
reasons for their grammatical endings by themselves. They had learned to put 
them together to make, in turn, French sentences by themselves.51 

 
From Ranciere’s own account of Jacotot’s successful experiment with teaching what 

one does not know, we can infer that there was an integration on the part of the 

Flemish students since their close reading of the French text was consistently linked 

back to their own language. The students needed to rely on their own resourcefulness 

to explicate the meanings and conjugations, and they were eventually capable of 

composing their own sentences in French. Jacotot’s role in the process was only 

verifying that the students had given attention to their studies: “but the thing is also an 

                                                 
50 Ibid., 34. 
51 Ibid., 2-4. 
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always available source of material verification: the ignorant examiner’s art is to 

‘bring the examinee back to the material objects, to a thing that he can verify with his 

senses.’”52 This distance maintained by referring to a text that was equally accessible 

to the student and the teacher facilitated a working relationship with the text that was 

not dominated by the teacher’s knowledge. As in the case of the Flemish students 

countertranslation of the French text, meaning arises through the countertranslation of 

gestures, speech, and written language into relatable terms familiar to one’s 

perceptual experience of the world and to what is being referred—that is, through an 

implicit check with one’s own understanding of the referred-to-thing. Ranciere 

accuses explicative teaching of instigating an interruption of this countertranslation or 

integration, since the countertranslation is anticipated and disenabled by keeping the 

knowledge in the particular packaging and verbosity presented by the teacher.  

 It is useful to remain within Ranciere’s focus on the text, first for its potential 

to serve as a medium that is a source of knowledge and a check on the teacher’s 

authority, and second, as a kernel for comprehending the capacity for other material 

things, too, to disrupt explicative teaching and initiate students into teaching as 

translating. However, there are some caveats that are specifically textual problems 

that may be lost when other experiential relations with material things are addressed, 

which illustrate the need to perhaps couple texts with other learning strategies or 

move beyond the text in certain lessons and subjects in early education. 

 The inner language that is employed to translate the unknown material is most 

appropriately viewed as a working schema that is put to test by the new texts, 
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information, speech and gestural meanings of the teacher and classmates. Upon being 

exposed to new material, the translation of what is learned has the potential to 

disagree with the prior conceptions and understandings in a manner that renews, 

redirects, and expands. However, translation back into one’s language implies that the 

text does not supplant one’s embodied knowledge: it either strengthens or 

reassembles. In the disagreements that are bound to arise between the text and the 

reader, the student and the lesson, one’s own conceptualizations and meanings used to 

approach the text and understand it are called into question in a manner that does not 

replace them, but points back to and reorganizes the controversial knowledge with 

this new bit of disorienting information, sometimes only to strengthen its positioning; 

in regard to the unfamiliar terminology or knowledges contained within the text, the 

assemblage of tools and meanings that are deployed to make sense of what is before 

one in another’s written word are reconfigured and injected with a new aim. The 

taking up of the reading transforms it and composes it according to the new 

conceptualizations and understandings that were formed along with it, and the same 

can be said for the implicit theories that were deployed in the relation: “as a result, it 

is not just the literary texts that will, in light of these theoretical problematics, be 

opened up to an entirely different reading; the critical terms and theoretical 

instruments themselves will be rediscovered and reinterpreted.”53 Such is the dialogue 

that unfolds between a text and a reader, and its ramifications exceed this immediate 

relationship in the embodiment of new knowledge in perceptual experience.  

                                                 
53 Shoshana Felman, Writing and Madness (Literature/Philosophy/Psychoanalysis) 
(Palo Alto, CA: Standford University Press, 2003 [1978]), 21. 
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 However, this reciprocal transformation is thwarted by discouraging material 

and environments—that is, where what students are expected to extract from the 

reading is confined to a narrow list (even a question that points to an answer can 

stultify the diverse interpretation of a reading), where teachers explicate for the 

student what is to be taken from the text, and where the unique challenge posed to the 

student by the text is dismantled by an expatiation beforehand of the unknown terms. 

That is not say that teachers should never prep students before difficult reading 

material, and it is not to say that students should never be oriented towards particular 

problems within a text to facilitate a cohesive class discussion. This emphasis is 

rather to put forth the student’s capacity to translate texts on their own behalf if the 

necessary will is present and to present a critique of the negative impact that an 

overbearing guidance and translation has on the student, which will potentially hinder 

the renewal and reconfiguration of one’s own schema of meanings in interaction with 

the theoretical problems and terminology of the new material.  

 In the process of translation between the student and text and the student and 

others’ speech and gestures, there is a risk of inclusion and a potential flattening of 

difference. The frequent objectifying of students’ knowledge by the classroom 

hierarchy described earlier is one case of repressing difference through an act of 

exclusion. In a different manner, translation also threatens to eradicate difference by 

the anticipation of the other’s knowledge and its confinement to the terms of one’s 

own schema of meanings—that is, by inclusion. In translation, there is the danger of 

imposing inherent significance onto the text itself, missing that the meaningful 

composition actually exists in how one is affected by the text, in the relation and how 
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it intertwines with one’s personal and cultural store of meanings. This type of 

engagement with a text is not a dialogue, but an act of repression. It represents a 

failure of translation since it negates any difference in the material one was striving to 

know; a translation is a conversion of something from one form into another, and to 

exclaim that the entirety of the meaning in the original form has been exhausted and 

can be conveyed in the figures of the secondary language denies any difference 

between the latter and former. It is admitting that the elements are the Same. One 

would not claim that their translation of a German text into the English language is 

the sole manner in which an English speaker can engage the original text accurately. 

This squelching of multiple interpretations within the text can be furthered by one’s 

potential claim to mastery of the text’s intentions—that is, the heralding of one’s 

interpretation as speaking for the absent author and their desired meaning. This 

narrow certainty is a denial of other valid perspectives on the material, and it is 

instigated by an isolation of oneself from other perceiving subjects and a 

proclamation of the authority contained within the specificity of one’s corporeal 

schema, a notion propagated by explicative teaching. Although most clearly it is a 

problem regarding text, this inclusion also occurs at the level of interacting with 

others and at the level of integrating any information where it confirms one’s mastery 

over the information that precludes recognition of other understandings.  

 Texts can also exclude the child’s prior knowledge and contribute to an 

isolated closed loop of meanings. Certainly when a critical approach is initiated by 

the teacher in a manner that opens propagandist material to questioning and analysis, 

the book’s agenda may be problematized and not adopted. But books, too, can have 
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an authoritative voice, they, too, can explicate theories and processes, and they, too, 

can uproot children from their experiences. It is more a concern of what educational 

approach is tied to the presentation and use of text in expanding the child’s 

knowledge. For early education, it is believed that this process of integration that 

avoids exclusion and total inclusion will be achieved by a referral back to and use of a 

child’s experience of place. Place can function as a pivot between a child and the 

material presented by the teacher, a catalyst for the child’s integration of the new 

material presented. For the purposes of this endeavor, it is assumed that formal 

education necessitates an added element that would prompt a countertranslation of the 

knowledge within a text or a lesson into a child’s own languages in a manner that 

obliterates the subject/object binary and enables a dialogue of differences. In this 

way, textual explications in writing and on writing in speech will not necessarily 

undermine the capacity for the child to provide themselves with a countertranslation 

to initiate a dialogue on the particular material with classmates and the teacher.  

 Education that extends itself out from the starting point of place poses certain 

obstacles to the flattening process of inclusion. Place-based education more easily 

propagates awareness of reciprocity between oneself and other sentient beings 

through its emphasis on direct interaction with the surrounding world, both human-

made and organic, in activities such as investigative environmental education and 

cultural journalism. However, places can be “othered” by dominant socio-political 

currents so that geographical marginalization perpetuates certain oppressive power 

relationships. These “othered” spaces are clear testimony to the potential for a place-

based education to unknowingly perpetuate the exclusion of certain oppressed groups 
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and, on the other hand, if approached in an intentional manner, there is 

simultaneously an opportunity to transform the internalized isolating and damaging 

views of place. Stephen Nathan Haymes offers up the importance of a “critical 

narratology” in educational practices to produce resistance, alternative identities, and 

culture in the urban realm. Education theorist David Gruenwald writes on Haymes: 

These expressions of critical pedagogy focus on the importance of people 
telling their own stories (reading the world) in a place where people may be 
both affirmed and challenged to see how individual stories are connected in 
communities to larger patterns of domination and resistance in a multicultural, 
global society.54 

 
These strategies involving place and text in concrete educational programs that focus 

on enabling an empowering relation to new material in the classroom are the focus of 

the next chapter.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
54 David A. Gruenewald, “The Best of Both Worlds: A Critical Pedagogy of Place,” 
Educational Researcher 32 (2001): 5. 



 70 

Chapter Four 
Creative Alternatives: The Phenomenology of Place-based Education 
 
 This chapter engages with three implemented educational programs that 

possess attributes in line with the philosophical themes thus far addressed—

phenomenology, critical pedagogy, and intellectual emancipation—that interrupt the 

confines of explicative teaching. My concern here is not whether these programs 

emerged directly out of these theoretical outlooks. Their relevance lies in that they 

contain within them aspects that positively illustrate how the philosophy of education 

that has developed here can be implemented, and the rebound from countering our 

educational outlook against the concreteness of the three examples offers directions in 

how to concretize and ground our own particular composition. The environmental and 

outdoor education developed in David Sobel’s place-based approach fosters an 

awareness of the reciprocity between oneself and the natural world in a manner that 

empowers students in their capacity to prevent harmful environmental practices and 

ameliorate already deteriorated landscapes. The cultural journalism of the Foxfire 

project stands as an exemplar of place-based education that utilizes local history and 

culture as a means of expanding the student’s participation and investigation in the 

education process. Lastly, the creative and collective action of Detroit Summer, a 

unique youth leadership program, and its Live Arts Media Project link creative art 

projects and community-building actions in Detroit. Through creative praxis, the 

young people in Detroit Summer seize control of the symbolic meaning imposed 

upon the material structures of Detroit—which national and local media have both 

regarded as a fallen place.  
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Place-based Education:  Reciprocity between the Self and the Natural World 
 
 David Sobel’s environmental education incorporates the children’s existent 

tendency to physically and imaginatively explore the natural terrain, and uses it as a 

starting point for learning about natural science and igniting social action in 

adolescent years. For the purposes of our endeavor, the value of place in 

environmental and natural science education as a source of knowledge that maintains 

difference between the teacher and student (Ranciere’s “material thing” from the 

previous chapter) is emphasized if the role of place is approached through a 

phenomenological reading of the sentient-sensible relation. Embodied knowledge, 

Merleau-Ponty writes, “cannot be detached from the sensible appearances and erected 

into a second positivity […].” 

[…] they could not be given to us as ideas except in carnal experience. It is 
not only that we would find in that carnal experience the occasion to think 
them; it is that they owe their authority, their fascination, indestructible power, 
precisely to the act that they are in transparency behind the sensible, or in its 
heart.55 
 

Meaning is linked closely to this entwining of the body and the sensible in perception, 

so that the material thing invokes a particular bodily comportment that in itself 

illustrates a corporeal knowledge and familiarity that can extend into verbal 

gesticulations or speech. In this case, the material thing is place itself. The 

incorporation of one’s place—having such a powerfully unique significance for 

individuals—into the curriculum should invite contributions and participation from 

the students that challenge the dominance of a single perspective on the topic of the 
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lesson. The deployment of place in lessons, either through allusions to familiar places 

and phenomena or actual physical markers, can serve as a check on the teacher’s 

ability to explicate a totalizing understanding of what is to be learned.  

 This process is different than the countertranslation that occurs in the 

integration of knowledge contained in a text that Ranciere’s presents as the optimal 

material thing and check on explicative teaching. The use of place here as a starting 

point of expanding children’s understanding of environmental phenomena is more 

akin to alluding to already existent knowledge to supplement other sources of 

knowledge like texts, presentations, and experiments to challenge the authority of 

these other sources. Place shouldn’t necessarily supplant these other modes of 

learning, but rather it should be incorporated to augment their relevance to the 

student’s prior experience and knowledge so that propensities are sparked in lessons 

that enhance the child’s integration of new material. Given the greater retention of 

new knowledge when it reinforces or reconfigures children’s already existing naïve 

theories (as articulated by cognitive science), this strategy succeeds at what 

explicative teaching boasts of doing (children memorizing information efficiently), 

albeit in a personalized fashion that challenges dogmatic practices.  

 Other “place-based education” theorists such as David Gruenewald and Roger 

Hart reference as a source of inspiration and direction Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenological inquiry into the engagement of bodies and the world they inhabit, 

especially the posthumously published text The Intertwining—Chiasm.56 Merleau-
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Ponty postulates a universal simultaneous active and passiveness to every perceivable 

thing, so that both the perceiver and perceived play in the composition of meaning 

that is extracted from perceptual experiences. One reading of this text is to interpret it 

as suggestive of a form of animacy in all sensible things. It should be of no surprise 

then that environmentalists and environmental educators have taken to his 

philosophical insights in The Chiasm.  Here, a reflective return to the processes of 

perception prompts a more egalitarian relation with the sensuous sensible, 

traditionally termed “the inanimate object”, which some environmentalists pointedly 

extend to the natural world.  An incessant “reversal” between the sentient and 

sensible is expanded upon so that perceptual experience encompasses an act of 

succumbing to the sensible, a giving in to that which takes hold of one’s senses. To 

reiterate what was established in the preceding chapters, there is referral back to one’s 

own status as a thing to be touched, and is touched, in perception while one sustains 

their status as that which is touching—confusing the conventional designations of 

“object” and “subject”. There is thus an interweaving of the sensuous landscape and 

the sentient individual that informs both one’s sense of self as well as one’s sense of 

their surroundings. This is much aligned to David Sobel’s emphasis on the 

imaginative meaning that arises between the interplay of the child and the natural 

world in his place-based education programs. The opening for such a development 

becomes a goal in itself for Sobel.  

 Place is an easy point of entry into education for a student, since most children 

have an extensive personal familiarity with the surrounding natural environment, 

                                                                                                                                           
Roger Hart, Children's Experience of Place: A Developmental Study (New York: 
Irvington Publishers, 1978). 
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even if they don’t know the botanical names of the plants. That is the assumption 

expanded upon by David Sobel in his development of place-based education, actively 

implemented in select primary schools in Harrisville and Nelson, New Hampshire. In 

regard to natural science and environmental education, the surrounding environment 

is an obvious means for enacting an experience-based program that fosters a direct 

engagement between the child and the topics of study, whether the topic is wildlife, 

water systems, or environmental pollution. A simple example would be an 

investigative lesson on the water cycle that involves the student’s exploration of 

where water runs off and into what bodies of water it might run into, so that their 

immediate surroundings are connected to regional landmarks and beyond. This sort of 

lesson engages the student in a direct, participatory fashion in which their exploratory 

findings can be shared in a group discussion.  

 Considering learning opportunities in the school’s backyard in education is 

not anything novel or edgy, though that isn’t to say reminders have no place (as most 

natural science is still taught detached from the child’s lived experience of place). 

However, what makes Sobel’s writings on place-based education and the programs he 

inspires so innovative is their focus on developing an education that responds to and 

highlights the existing reciprocal relation between children and their surroundings. 

This consideration has risen out of his research on children’s lived experience of 

place through mapmaking projects in New England, England and the Caribbean.57 

These research endeavors have illustrated—through the landmarks on and the range 

of maps drawn by children—that the natural world offers to children special 
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dwellings and nooks that serve as arenas for imaginative exploration and alone 

time—from the gnarly branches of a yew tree in England’s landscape to the bush 

house described by Carriacou children constructed in the lee of a fallen tree. The 

reciprocity that Sobel broadly refers to is the notion that one’s interactions with the 

natural world are some of the most formative experiences in contributing to one’s 

sense of self, and in turn how one comes to view the environment and others.  

 Sobel has observed from his research a transformation in the reciprocity 

between the child and the natural world as they age. This consideration is reflected in 

his emphasis on specific age-appropriate activities and strategies.58 Young children 

are characterized by non-differentiation between self and others in the form of 

empathy, so strong that the reciprocal relationship greatly alters one’s sense of self. In 

early adolescence, how children come to understand themselves as catalysts of 

change and stewards of the environment.  In childhood, this changing reciprocal 

relationship does not need to be painstakingly constructed, but more simply, it 

requires that the necessary space is more simply opened up. It is clipped by detached 

educational practices and diminishing time spent outdoors, but not destroyed. If a 

sense of environmental custodianship is a desired attribute in adulthood, then 

formative early encounters with nature most be enabled so as to foster this later 

connection; and thus the importance of developing an environmental education that 

encourages these interactions at a scope appropriate for one’s age. 

 Given this goal of environmental stewardship, it makes sense to cultivate an 

opening so that the reciprocity in the perceptual experiences of the natural 
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environment unfolds. This notion of reciprocity that Sobel and other environmental 

educators use to validate their programs also extends beyond the natural environment 

to concrete and computers. This same self-forming and empowering experience that 

Sobel heralds as being promoted by the natural environment can also be said to 

emerge from one’s perceptual experience of the human-made environment. The lee of 

a busted automobile in a parking lot can also provide the child with a cranny for 

imaginative play and independence from supervision, and the meaning that exists in 

this relation can function as a material thing that the child can reference and deploy in 

a relevant lesson. There is the question to be asked whether the proposition of using 

cultural artifacts as a starting point of learning new information will only perpetuate 

or even facilitate cultural indoctrination tied to the larger social processes that these 

objects are subjected to. But can we not say the same for the natural world, which 

takes on a particular cultural meaning? And using these experiences allows a lesson 

to elucidate the constructed nature of the implicit meanings that come out of these 

relations.  

 

Writing place and people into text: The Foxfire educational program     

And have you thought about the fact that there can be no “text” for this 
course? That to have a text would destroy its whole purpose? That you will 
constantly have to improvise ways to involve your kids since you can’t send 
them home with a tidy chapter to read with a neat list of questions at its end 
for them to answer?  
 
— Eliot Wigginton, founder of the Foxfire program59 

 

                                                 
59 Eliot Wigginton, Moments: The Foxfire Experience (Kennebunk, ME: Star Press 
Inc., 1975), 6. 
 



 77 

 Since 1966, students of the Rabun-Gap Nacoochee School in the foothills of 

Georgia publish the quarterly magazine Foxfire, a publication that contains within it 

articles that illustrate Appalachian heritage in practices and stories. The content is 

written by the students themselves (who also oversee the layout, makeup, and the 

accompanying art and photography), and is obtained through direct interviews with 

residents in the surrounding area, looking for glimpses of insight into local events as 

well as instructive pointers on activities and work, such as planting by the stages of 

the moon. The school’s ninth- and tenth-grade English teacher, Eliot Wigginton, 

developed the program after he concluded that a heavy reliance on poetry and prose 

texts (aiming to improve students’ own writing) failed to ignite the necessary 

passionate connection to writing that gets students on a trajectory of improvement. 

Instead, it was necessary to include the students as participants and incorporate their 

interests into the writing process, to ignite already existent propensities, and to 

illustrate that they each had the capacity to learn and produce on their own as well as 

collaboratively. The program began as an outside-of-the-classroom group project on 

investigating the regional practice of planting according to the stages of the moon 

through interviews of family members (“They’d probably know since it was mostly 

their parents and grandparents who were doing it. But my kids didn’t really know 

what it was either […] So they went home and talked—really talked—to their own 

relatives…”),60 and eventually transformed into a quarterly publication of 

independent and collaborative research and writing by students.  

                                                 
60 Ibid., 114. 
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 In Wigginton’s philosophy for education, he delineates four layers regarding 

the student’s capabilities that should be expanded and developed simultaneously: 

gaining skills and confidence, moving beyond the self by engaging with the 

surrounding community, collaboration and dialogue within and outside of the 

classroom between students and teachers, and the capacity for independent research. 

These desired qualities point to Wigginton’s recognition that children and adults’ 

knowledge emerges from interactions between their existent (embodied) knowledge 

and the sensible world in conversation, observation, action and play outside of the 

classroom. For this endeavor, the unrecorded oral story or regional cultural practice 

became one target source of knowledge, and the article became another—in this case, 

a vehicle for the student’s recognition of their capacity to write and comprehend.  In 

seeking how to create an educational approach that would be empowering, 

participatory, and at once individualized and collaborative, he repositioned text in the 

classroom so that there was a multi-layered relationship to texts as writer and 

transcriber, instead of simply reader: the raw data collection of the transcribed 

interviews, the notes regarding the setting and other contextual descriptions of the 

interview, and the final article to be read by fellow students are all textual translations 

of a material thing—in this case, the meaning derived from the other’s perceived 

knowledge, opened up by the interview.   

 Thus, in cultural journalism as an educational tactic, text is rather most clearly 

the evidence of translation, a marker of its occurrence rather than solely the source of 

knowledge for translation. These texts also are, of course, still something to be 

translated in the collaborative publishing process, since it is something that has to be 
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edited, laid out, fonts chosen, pictures attached so that in the end it is collectively 

polished and possesses within it many translations. The teacher’s position of 

intellectual authority is checked by the relative distance from the original source: the 

focus of the interview—the material thing to be translated—surrounds an activity or 

story that the teacher most likely lacks an adequate amount of knowledge about (at 

least at the beginning of the program), and the teacher is certainly unaware of the 

specific details of the interview. In the text written by the student, the director of the 

magazine can at best check the attention given to the assignment to the translation of 

the interview.   

 If explicative teaching is learning a multitude of knowledge dictated by a 

teacher, then the Foxfire experience is better characterized as an opening up of the 

multitude of meanings in a text from one’s own knowledge and the opening of space 

for the multitude to arise from the text itself. Both of these elements are 

simultaneously encouraged in Wigginton’s advice in the article-writing process. 

Wigginton posits that the deployment of quotations in his students’ writing should be 

reserved for “eloquent expressions, pieces of wisdom, apt descriptions and the 

like”—that is, phrases where expressive rhetoric or one’s lived experience arise 

through the particular construction of words and grammar, like Mary Carpenter 

uttering “a haint can’t haint another haint”. He writes,  

The idea…is to get the students listening for the things that words can do as 
they bump against each other, for the power they can have, and for the fact 
that they can be friends and allies instead of enemies. Words are there for 
them to use, and people use them in individual fashions, often in a way no 
other person would have thought to. Each student has his own insights and his 
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own powers of observation, and he can develop his own knack for using those 
powers and translating them into language.61 

 
Thus Wigginton advises to not translate at times so as to demonstrate to his students 

the importance for one to translate at other times—the idiosyncrasies and style in the 

interviewee’s speech point to a lived experience, just as his students can use style in 

their own writing. In suggesting the importance of leaving intact cited quotations 

illustrative of this lived experience, Wigginton perhaps unintentionally suggests the 

importance to temporarily refrain from dissolving one style through another’s 

translation, which would lose what is contained in the specifics of that bumping of 

words. How could the rhetoric and the residues from prior perceptions that arise from 

“a haint can’t haint another haint” be maintained by a restatement of the idea in one’s 

own terminology—that is, how could the style not be clipped by another’s mastery 

and paraphrasing and thus complete enclosure of what is uttered? So in leaving intact 

the richness of the cited phrase, the students are acknowledging an alternative 

perspective that outlines a particular relation to their surroundings, just as their own 

authentic and unique constructions of speech can succeed in doing.  

 In cultural journalism as an educational practice, interview sessions offer an 

opportunity for learning bits about the other community members’ lifestyle and 

stories. The parameters of these interactions and the way the knowledge is exchanged 

should be very different than explication by a teacher to a student. In the context of 

Foxfire, Wigginton, first of all, seeks out charismatic contacts that are interested in 

spending time with the students just as much as the other way around. The goal is not 

for the student to fully incorporate and illustrate mastery in their ability to learn 

                                                 
61 Ibid., 35. 
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activities and stories and translate them into a communicable fashion according to 

their own terminology—this would obliterate the desirable collaboration that 

Wigginton is attempting to encourage between the students and contacts. Nor is it is 

for them to recite verbatim the shared knowledge. A successful interview session is 

one in which the student and the community member create a commonality through 

exchange, where the student observes how some activity is completed, like cooking 

on an ancient wood-fire stove, and then learns how to complete the activity 

themselves through careful listening and direct experience of the routine.  

 In regard to the disorienting task that a student might have to jump right 

into—like learning how to cook using Aunt Arie’s ancient wood-fire stove, for 

example—the student is most likely to approach the task with an embodied 

responsiveness that employs their expectations and (seemingly) relevant residual 

understandings, and they often have to unlearn some of their preconceived notions of 

the task before they can truly understand and finish the task at hand. The meaning that 

the activity comes to possess arises out of the interaction between the disorienting 

task and the initial responsiveness of the student. One cannot learn anything if they 

encompass the other’s knowledge completely into their own store of meaning by 

projecting significance onto the unfamiliar in a totalizing manner, but the reverse 

stultifies any development as well. As Wigginton’s account of his educational 

program, some unlearning is usually necessary to learn anything.  
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Detroit Live Arts Media Project (LAMP) 

Can a city be considered “over”[…]? Unless the city in question is Ephesus, 
the Ionian metropolis that was sacked by Goths in third century A.D.; or La 
Corona, the lost Mayan city in what is now Guatemala; or possibly Detroit, 
cities don’t stop being cities. Even Pompeii, buried for centuries under ash and 
pumice, still attracts its hordes (albeit, to pick through the bones). 
 

 —Alex Williams, “When the Action Moves On” in The New York Times62  
 
 

On a list of Detroit’s biggest problems, the lack of a statue honoring RoboCop 
would seem to rank rather low. Yet in a city where some of the most 
prominent buildings have sat vacant for decades and booting a scandal-
plagued mayor out of office took eight months, raising $50,000 to produce 
and install a 7-foot-tall iron replica of the crime-fighting cyborg was 
accomplished in a mere six days. 
 
—Nick Bunkley, “Calling on RoboCop to Help Detroit” in The New York 
Times63 
 

  

 The Live Art Media Project (LAMP) is an example of a collectively run, 

creative youth organization (associated with the multi-racial, multi-generational 

Boggs Center in Detroit) that uses collaborative art projects to interrupt the perception 

of Detroit as a wrecked, fallen place in need of a savior and of its youth as incapable 

and hopeless delinquents through collective art projects. Detroit has long been pegged 

as the symbol of post-industrialist American urban decay, a racially divided crime-

ridden cultural dead zone. The iconic images of the crumbling innards of art-deco 

theaters and collapsed roofs of Victorian mansions—the Detroit that once was—have 

been disseminated through newspapers, the blogosphere, and documentaries. This 

popular fetish of photographing the artifacts of an American ruin has been 

                                                 
62 Alex Williams, “When the Action Moves on,” New York Times, January 16, 2009. 
63 Nick Bunkley, “Calling on RoboCop to Help Detroit,” New York Times, February 
16, 2011.  
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accusatorily referred to as “ruin porn”, a romanticization of decrepitude that glosses 

over the deep-seated structural origins of decay and ignores the individuals living 

amidst these landmarks. In the extremely smart, on-point essay “Detroitism”, literary 

critic John Patrick Leary categorizes Detroit as it exists in the American imagination 

into three narrative tropes: the metonym (for the troubled automobile industry), the 

lament, and the utopian vision.64 In the metonym, the urban core is equated with 

imperiled automotive companies in manner that disregards the people working in and 

inhabiting the city whose lives exceed the fading corporate presence of the car 

companies (Leary points to a 2009 headline “Let Detroit die” from a Guardian 

article). The lament points to the sense of loss and wreckage tied to the present urban 

terrain, mourning the glory of Detroit’s heyday by fixating on dilapidated 

architectural remnants and other stark reminders in the city’s spatial emptiness. The 

utopian vision is posed by Leary as a local counter-response to the crippling lament 

through a focus on an alternative lifestyle that capitalizes on the state of Detroit. 

  However, it seems that this utopian vision is entwined more so with an 

outsider-resurrectionist65 perspective that poses the sparse, decaying frontier as an 

opportunity for new business endeavors centered on services to high-need 

communities and opportunities for urban agriculture and the production of art. Both 

the lament and the utopian vision seem to be part of a larger hero narrative, where 

marginalized populations in Detroit are posed as helpless victims in need of a savior 

                                                 
64 John Patrick Leary. “Detroitism”, in Guernica. January, 2011. 
http://www.guernicamag.com/spotlight/2281/leary_1_15_11/ 
 
65 A term a friend once used in conversation about certain urban agriculture 
organizations that do not include community participation or collaborate with existing 
organizations. 
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(coming from outside of those communities), in such a manner that the utopia and 

lament are not as separate as Leary imagines them to be. 

 The reason that I have taken the time to go through these three tropes is to 

illustrate some of the deep-seated meanings impressed onto Detroit that disregard the 

lived experience of the city’s residents, adults and children. Leary illustrates that this 

symbolism is perpetuated by local and national media and persists in the assumptions 

and expectations that many Americans hold about Detroit, and influences the manner 

that residents and outsiders engage with the city. Each one of the narratives, in its 

own way, entwines the city with a set of symbols that are detrimental to the actual 

long-term residents in the city. Although the outsider-resurrectionist perspective may 

have positive intentions, the idea of “saving Detroit” reinforces the invisibility of the 

majority of the communities of color in the city. This perspective mostly excludes 

these communities in the blueprints for its utopia. In the cases of non-profits and 

individuals that do consider the city’s marginalized populations in mapping the city’s 

future, top-down strategies are often implemented to ameliorate the city’s poverty and 

crime that exclude these people as participants. This utopian narrative, which often 

centers around the opportunities in urban agriculture and art, glosses over the deeper 

structural problems of segregation and gentrification by heralding the innovative 

projects of predominantly young white individuals that will most directly benefit 

other young white individuals as the solution to the situation in Detroit. 

 In writing about the affect that negative urban myths amongst white 

suburbanites have on the use of public space in the urban center, Stephen Nathan 

Haymes calls for the necessity of a “pedagogy of place” as a starting point of 
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resistance to the marginalization experienced by black residents in urban centers 

across the US: 

A pedagogy of place must begin by establishing pedagogical conditions that 
enable [black youth] in the city to critically interpret how dominant definitions 
and uses of urban space regulate and control how they organize their identity 
around territory, and the consequences of this for black urban resistance.66  

 
The vocalization of one’s situationality poses the potential to undermine the fictions 

contained in national and local media that continue to marginalize the majority of 

Detroit residents. A critical “narratology” simultaneously deconstructs the narratives 

at large that these communities are subjected to and uses storytelling and collective 

creative projects to construct alternative stories that authentically express one’s lived 

experience of place. These stories will resist the significance tied to the urban 

landscape that widespread outsider texts propagate by illustrating two things: first, the 

perspective of a silenced population, and second, a collective multiplicity of stories 

within that population. Specifically, for Haymes, storytelling and creative expression 

regarding “popular memories and histories of place-making in the city”67 have the 

power to connect individuals by constituting a collective “base” with shared history 

that simultaneously looks forward as individuals with idiosyncratic visions of change.  

 Detroit LAMP’s 2010 community art-investigation project illustrates what a 

practical implementation of Haymes theoretical insights on the power of a “critical 

narratology” to alter the meaning place holds for the black community might look 

like. This project directly aimed to play with the symbols associated with the physical 

landscape in Detroit and to complicate and vary the perception of the city and its 

                                                 
66 Stephen Nathan Haymes, Race, Culture, and the City: A Pedagogy for Black Urban 
Struggle (Albany, NY: State University of New York, 1995): 114. 
67 Ibid., 126. My emphasis added. 
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youth through combining murals with audio recordings of the youth’s own hip hop 

and poetry. In this project, 12 youth sought out and interviewed members of Detroit 

organizations that they felt existed “beneath the surface of dominant media narratives 

and to tell the stories of Detroiters who have been steadfastly building another world 

at the grassroots for decades”. Using this material as inspiration, the youth produced 

collages that were then made into enormous silk screens to be printed and painted 

onto the walls throughout the city with the help of muralists and artists from around 

the country. Accompanying three larger murals, audio recordings of hip hop and 

poetry inspired by the interviews were encoded into phone numbers and then listed at 

each mural site. This way, “any passersby can call the phone number and listen to the 

stories contained within each mural”.68 In another project that began in 2006 and 

completed in the summer of 2007, LAMP made available audio recording equipment 

and ran workshops with musicians for Detroit youth to vocalize their experiences of 

dropping out of the Detroit Public Schools and frustrations with the school system. 

This music was then released as audio tracks in the hip hop audio documentary 

“Rising up from the Ashes: Chronicles of a Drop Out”.  

 These programs offer youth in Detroit the opportunity to express their own 

voices and make known their perspectives of the place they live in through a mode 

that is suitable for that self-expression, like the production of hip-hop in the 2006 

program and murals in 2010. What makes these collective actions so innovative and 

effective is their ability to broadcast the youth’s perspectives in a medium that is 

                                                 
68 “Detroit Summer Youth Demonstrate ‘Another Detroit Is Happening’ Through 
Multi-media Community Murals”, last modified on October 5, 2010, 
http://detroitsummer.wordpress.com 
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accessible to other Detroiters and outsiders while simultaneously challenging and 

reconfiguring the narratives that imbue the urban landscape with a negative 

significance. Within these audio tracks and murals, the lived experience of youth in 

Detroit arises and counters the authority of the legacy of meanings impressed onto 

Detroit in journalism, film, TV, and music. The murals and accompanying audio 

recordings explicitly illustrate the ongoing struggles and alternatives that have been 

happening amongst Detroiters that are often disregarded by media’s focus on loss and 

decay in the city and the activity amongst the resurgence of young white residents in 

the Cass Corridor area. The album “Rising Up From the Ashes” confronts listeners 

with the depths of the school dropout crisis and the failure to include the city’s youth 

in the current transformative visioning. In both cases, the youth members’ voices 

unveil the shallowness of the utopian vision and the narrowness of the lament 

narrative.  

 It is arguable that the forms and significance of place in Detroit partially arise 

from the implicit organizing power of these subgenres. Through the lens of these 

dominant narratives, the vacancy and decay within some of Detroit’s spatial 

landscape reinforces the totalizing narratives that organize forms in perception of 

place. The effectiveness of the mural/audio project is that the material things 

produced by the youth—the print, mural, and audio track—are literally pressed onto 

and enmeshed with the physical landmarks in a contestation with these dominant 

symbols. The images and sounds interrupt the meanings that have emerged from the 

embodiment of these narratives and their saturation of physical markers that fit into 

and reinforce them in perception. The expression in this accessible form of the 
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youth’s lived experiences in the margins is thus a form of resistance to a flattening, 

objectifying relation to Detroit. As bell hooks points out, the lived experience of the 

margins is a site of “radical openness”, an infinite source of resources to challenge the 

very factors that maintain that marginalization.69 Here, it confronts the objectifying 

relation to the youth and communities of color by multiplying and complicating the 

perspectives on Detroit’s urban situation.  

 

 

                                                 
69 bell hooks, “Choosing the Margin as a Space of Radical Openness” in Yearning: 
race, gender, and cultural politics, ed. bell hooks. Boston: South End Press, 1990.  
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Chapter Five:  
Strategizing Towards an Open Responsiveness in Education  
 
 The final aim of this project is to develop an educational approach that 

considers the insight of Merleau-Ponty on the centrality of the body in the creation of 

meaning and Jacques Ranciere’s consideration of learning as translation. In this final 

chapter, four educational strategies will be articulated broadly and then hypothetically 

implemented with a greater degree of specificity. These educational strategies are 

neither wholly attributable to the philosophy of education parsed out in the first three 

chapters nor wholly inspired by the three concrete educational programs discussed in 

the fourth chapter; rather, they are the result of the analysis of these three programs in 

relation to the philosophy of education, and then the philosophy education in relation 

to the success of these programs. The return to the philosophical components with the 

concrete tactics of the three programs in mind body reorients the use of Merleau-

Ponty and Ranciere with a new emphasis on collaboration in a creative project.  

 The first broad strategy of this educational approach is direct exposure to the 

new material prior to the lesson so that there is a working knowledge based on the 

child’s own experience. The second strategy is interaction with the thing to be studied 

through collective and/or individual investigative projects in one’s surroundings 

outside of the classroom. Whatever the focus might be, these projects augment the 

learning process by opening a space for learning some new knowledge or perspective 

at a level that alludes to one’s existent residual meanings, even if only to reconfigure 

them. The third strategy is a discussion of one’s personal findings amongst classmates 

to facilitate dialogue between the youth, teachers, and other individuals that play a 
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role in the investigative projects. This collaborative element aims to construct a 

communal multiplicity or an acknowledged intercorporeality between these 

individuals that prompts a commonality or bond of knowledge between all the 

different perspectives and understandings present in the group. The fourth strategy is 

the creative process that aims to produce a visual, audio, or written text that illustrates 

what has been learned and transformed by engaging directly with the source, and 

offers the potential to engage its audience and readers with a style that reflects this 

new incorporated understanding. 

 The goal of this educational approach is to create space for the underlying 

open responsiveness between children, the sensible world, and others. This open 

responsiveness is emblematic of all sensuous interactions, in which one’s particular 

active impressing of meaning is influenced by the active beckoning of the sensible. It 

is from the responsive modulation in my bodily comportment that the significance of 

the sensible is produced. Meaning emerges from the contact between the two 

perceptual acts, my body’s and the sensible’s. The intertwining of the call and the 

response contains within it the potential for disorientation, since my bodily act has the 

potential to spur an unanticipated conduct in response. The dissonance between my 

act, which embodies a particular expectation of the other’s action, and the other or 

sensible thing’s act produces a fresh meaning that saturates both with significance. 

This underlying openness in perceptual experiences of the sensible world is very 

much like a dialogue between individuals, who both introduce to each other jarring 

pieces of information that alter one another’s understanding of the world. To learn is 

not to give meaning to, nor absorb meaning from, but form meaning with. An open 
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responsiveness is thus where one is both active and passive in their interaction with 

the world, and open to the disorienting potential of the sensible. Where one instead 

relates to the world as solely enveloping phenomena into an already existent 

framework, difference is always put into familiar terms—what then is learned? Where 

one is entirely passive in their relation to new material, there is a failure to integrate 

the new knowledge, and nothing is really learned.  

 This conceptualization of learning understands the child’s status as not simply 

a passive “receptacle” for knowledge and poses the teacher as not simply an active 

“depositor” of knowledge.70 Explicative teaching produces a system in which it is 

believed that one can master and transfer to others a meaning detached from personal 

experience, disregarding the underlying structure of learning. This is not to say that 

the explicative teaching terminates the process of open responsiveness in perceptual 

experience. Instead, the explicative system of learning decreases its usefulness: its 

evaluative measures do not necessarily credit the diversity of meanings that arise 

within perceptual experiences, and the physical space of the classroom and the lack of 

direct experience with what is being discussed inhibits such contributions. The 

relation to the sensible world as a means to a premeditated end—as in reading an 

article to find examples that support an existent interpretation of your own or the 

teacher’s—would seem to clip one’s openness to the multitude of meanings offered 

through exchanges with others and things. 

 

                                                 
70 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 2009. 
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 It is my belief that educational projects and lesson plans that are initially 

shaped by one’s experience of place and working knowledges are more empowering 

and successful than explicative teaching methods, in that they: 

• Facilitate active participation in the learning process 

• Incorporate children’s implicit theories into the discussion 

• Allude to the child’s embodied knowledge through the familiar landscape 

• Engage the student with a variety of community members  

• Augment the new material with relevant personal experience  

These qualities together ease the child’s integration of the new material into their 

embodied knowledge.  

 There are several forms in which these processes can be completed, and the 

three educational programs analyzed thus far pose viable options. At this point, 

however, it is best to discuss the possibility of place-based projects in a hypothetical 

educational setting—in this case, an elementary school’s outdoor garden classroom, 

where vegetables, flowers, and herbs are grown. The garden classroom is an 

appropriate starting point in place-based education for the younger ages because of its 

close proximity to the school and its manageability. It is a viable option for any age, 

however. The garden can be utilized for giving the students an opportunity to directly 

experience new material in lessons of all sorts of subjects, like natural science, math, 

and reading. As Rousseau proposed, any child will choose to learn to read on their 

own initiative when they find it absolutely necessary, and needing to know which 

packet of seeds contains the melons could be that incentive!  
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 For many schools, limits such as lack of space on the schools grounds can halt 

the construction of an easily accessible outdoor garden classroom for students and 

families. Rooftop gardens and container beds in school parking lots can also be 

possibilities in cases where adequate space at ground level is in low supply.71 The 

garden, when available, provides a site for implementing an experiential, place-based 

approach, since it can provide children with exposure prior to the lesson and can also 

serve as the locale for investigative lessons in a number of subjects.  

 Two specific, independent projects will be laid out in this next section to 

function as examples of place-based projects that go through each of the four 

strategies. The reason that two projects have been developed is to illustrate the 

versatility of the place-based project for different subjects. The first project is a series 

of activities on plant parts, and the second project is a series of activities on the local 

market economy. The organization of this section breaks the two projects down 

according to the four strategies, parsing out the specifics of both at each level before 

progressing to the activities at the level of the next strategy.  

 To illustrate how these strategies can be utilized in synchronization with the 

content of statewide public education, The Michigan Grade Level Content 

Expectations (GLCE) is used as a starting point for developing the content of the 

projects. In regard to the first project on plant parts, The GLCE states that by second 

grade, students should have an understanding of the cyclical nature of plant life, from 

                                                 
71 These broad educational strategies are, however, not dependent on the presence of 
a school garden. 
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seed to flower to fruit and back to seed.72 The second project on the local market 

economy is a series of garden activities focusing on the processes of trade, scarcity, 

consumption, and production. The goal is that children will incorporate these 

concepts into their working knowledges of economic modes of interaction. By first 

grade, the Michigan GLCEs call for students to be able to distinguish between 

consumption and production and to understand “the ways in which their families 

consume goods and services”. By second grade: 

[Students] continue to work with the concepts of scarcity and choice and learn 
to identify opportunity cost in consumer decisions. […] Using the lens of the 
local community, students identify different types of businesses and make 
connections between local businesses and the economic wants of people or 
other businesses.73  

 
Although both of these projects are designed for second graders, the tactics used to 

connect the new material with their knowledge from past and present experiences can 

be used at any age, and the content of the strategies altered to work with any material. 

Only the specifics would have to be changed.   

 

Strategy 1: Direct exposure to the new material  

 Project on Plant Parts: Prior to being able to nominally classify the plant 

parts, the children will have come into contact with each plant part in their garden 

work. The plant parts that will be emphasized later in the project will be the leaf, 

stem, lateral roots, primary roots, flower, seeds, auxillary buds, and nodes. The 

                                                 
72 By using the recommendations of the Michigan GLCEs, I do not mean to suggest 
they are the best marker of achievement in early child education, but rather to show 
how place-based strategies can be paired even with the content of statewide public 
education to augment the child’s integration of new material. 
73 “Michigan Grade Level Content Expectations: Grades K-8, Social Studies”, 2011, 
http://www.michigan.gov/mde/0,1607,7-140-28753_33232---,00.html 
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optimal time of the actual introduction of the terms in the school year would be after 

the children have seen the complete life cycle of a vegetable they are actively in 

contact with. For northern states, that might mean at the beginning of June or the end 

of May, when lettuce begins to bolt and flower, or towards the end of the fall growing 

season in October, when radishes, peas, and other cold-loving plants are again ready 

to harvest. For southern states, the optimal time for the lesson might be earlier in fall 

and in spring.  

 Harvesting the lettuce and collards will expose the children to edible leaves, 

and unearthing turnips and radishes will be surprise contact with primary roots. 

Letting arugula and lettuce bolt, flower, and go to seed will be an exciting opportunity 

to see how all the plants in the garden (and later, that all the plants belonging to the 

Phyla Angiospermophyta) unexpectedly produce flowers, fruit, and seeds, even if we 

don’t eat them. If the child doesn’t know what “auxillary bud” means, its actually 

quite likely that they are familiar with that plant part after working in a garden with 

tomatoes—the sideshoots that grow from the point in between the main stem and the 

leaf stems need to be pruned if a bountiful harvest of tomatoes is desired. Only thirty 

minutes twice a week in the garden over a few months would be necessary for the 

child to become familiar with all of these features of plants, which is only one aspect 

of everything that they would have learned in that time.  

 Project on Market Economy: This project focuses less on the plant parts 

themselves than on what is done with the harvested vegetables and flowers, and the 

chores that go into the production of the vegetables. It is important to note that the 

completion of these actions oriented towards grasping the characteristics of a market 
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economy also offer a foundation for learning about the plant parts later on as well. 

Within a class, the children should be split up into groups and given a parcel of earth 

for growing between 1-4 different kinds of vegetables, flowers, or herbs. The group 

of children could practice monoculture farming or grow a diversity of plants, and the 

pros and cons of both could be presented. Throughout the growing period, the 

children are in charge of their small plot, and have to keep track of how many buckets 

of water they use for their plants and how much compost. For second-graders, the 

point is less to expose the child to strictly capitalist relations of production or those of 

any economic base-structure, but rather to introduce the children to concepts of 

production, consumption, and trade. The produce of most harvest days will be split 

amongst the class and families.  

 One interesting variation for slightly older groups would be to emphasize 

different economic base-structures such as capitalist and socialist relations of 

production in the fall and spring growing seasons. One season could be spent having 

the small groups of children specialize on growing different vegetables and flowers 

and then, at harvest time, trade their produce with other groups in order to obtain the 

afternoon snack they wanted (the variables being the specific vegetables and the 

amounts of vegetables they would have as a snack). In the second season, the children 

would specialize and grow a certain vegetable in groups, and then, when harvested, it 

would be split amongst the class evenly.  

 The underlying theory regarding direct exposure: Exposing the children to 

garden work and organizing the garden into plots in the weeks leading up to the 

investigative projects on market economy and plant parts will engage the children 
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with the material before they need to even think about the new terminology and 

concepts (the particular physiological functions of plant parts in one, and the 

workings of market economy in the other). The children will already be familiar with 

the related concepts in some sense, and will have various rudimentary understandings 

of the part’s role in the entire plant and economic theory. The point is that if and 

when the children are shown the simplified plant parts on a piece paper in the 

classroom or read about the differences between production and consumption, the 

new terminology will allude to the children’s various experiences in the garden with 

which they have been working so that they can contribute their existent knowledge 

into the discussion of what each part does. 

 The strategy of direct exposure is both a strategy in itself of opening space for 

the children’s gradual, casual learning that accompanies their interactions with the 

plants as well as a strategy that aims to pair their working knowledges with the 

introduction of new material so as to expand upon that knowledge. In this direct 

exposure to the garden, the children are engaging with the different plants and garden 

work with their pre-existing corporeal schema, and certain mishaps, unexpected 

events, awe-inspiring moments (for example, when a gourd surpasses the height of 

the tallest second grader) reconfigure their knowledge of plant life. In having a lesson 

follow or use as examples the child’s interaction in the garden, the new material 

directly alludes to their experience of relevant phenomena.  
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 Strategy 2: The investigative project, a return to the sensible 

  Project on Plant Parts: The second strategy uses the garden in an 

investigative project that introduces the new material on plant parts in its new form. 

There could be myriad different activities that could in this way achieve the 

integration of the new information. For the purpose of simplicity, I propose the 

introduction of the plant parts through a garden scavenger hunt for each plant part on 

a different plant as a strategy that connects the latent knowledge of familiar objects 

with the new material presented.  

 Prior to the actual scavenger hunt, the students should be introduced to the 

new terminology and physiology of the different plant parts, possibly through a 

presentation by the teacher that uses one plant in the garden, such as a bolting lettuce 

that has gone to seed, to illustrate all the parts. At this point, the children can 

collaborate with the teacher in hypothesizing how each part is essential for the plant 

to live, since they will already have micro-theories concerning the plant’s processes 

from their time spent in the garden over the preceding weeks.   

 Then the children will complete a scavenger hunt in groups to investigate the 

new information in the garden plants and illustrate their own familiarity with the plant 

parts, and to see the diversity in appearances of leaves, stems, nodes, and flowers. 

During the scavenger hunt, the plants in the garden are directly used as the material 

thing to be interacted with according to a new framework.  

 Project on Market Economy: The investigative project should not disrupt or 

conclude the activities that have already been occurring, but should occur 

concurrently with the prior activities to invest them with a new significance. In a way, 
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the investigative project of a market economy was begun before the children even 

understood the concepts that describe their actions in growing produce in the garden 

and consuming that produce during snack time. At some point after several weeks of 

exposure to the activities, the children should be introduced to the new terms for what 

they have been doing in the garden; that is, taking part in simple relations of 

production. These new concepts include: production, consumption, supply and 

demand, scarcity, surplus, opportunity cost, trade, gift economy, and specialization.  

 There will be two special market days each season after the lesson in 

economic terms where the children trade some of their produce. Since the beginning, 

the children will have been keeping record how much water and compost the groups 

of children have used. Depending on this amount, the children will give some of their 

produce to the teacher who will divide it and redistribute it amongst the students. The 

point of this detail is to introduce the concept of production costs and inputs.  

 The children will have harvested a bunch of the ready vegetables and flowers 

for the market the day before. On the market days, the groups of children will trade 

their products for other products. These two market days should bring all the new 

terminology to a head. Here, the children will investigate the more complicated 

effects that scarcity and surplus in products have on price in light of the children’s 

demand for the different products. However, throughout the entire growing season 

after the concept of a gift economy has been introduced, the children will be 

encourage to give produce and flowers that have been harvested as gifts to other 

groups with the expectation of getting produce in return on a later date.  
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 Each group will keep track of the produce that they have harvested, and 

whether it has been consumed, traded off, or given away to others, and what they 

received in return. The chart that each group keeps up could look something like this:  

Product Amount 
Harvested 

Amount 
Consumed 

Amount 
Traded/Given 

Products 
Received 
in Return 

What 
product you 
would have 
liked to 
have gotten: 

Broccoli 3 heads 1 head 2 heads 
(traded) 

5 Pea 
pods 

Radishes 

 
According to this simple chart, the children found the 2 heads of broccoli equivalent 

to 5 pea pods in worth, or that was the compromise made by both parties involved in 

the trade. 

 The underlying theory regarding the investigative project: One of the only 

interventions in the embodied knowledge of the young child by the teacher should be 

to pose questions that spur reflection—questions where children’s understanding is 

disrupted and reoriented, but not necessarily in any one direction predetermined by 

the teacher. Also, the young children are more likely to integrate terminology 

according to their nuanced corporeal schema when the terminology accompanies the 

children’s direct experience of what is being referred to. The intervention through 

disrupting questions and new terminology is a way to expand the engagement 

between the sensible and the child’s perceptual experience so that their understanding 

is deepened, but still resembling fragments of itself. This later integration occurs only 

after the direct exposure has spurred the foundation of embodied knowledge that the 

children are confident in expressing in the classroom. 
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 In each of these cases, the body is the locus that connects the significance with 

which the new terminology invests the plants and the chores around the garden and 

which makes the new terminology itself meaningful at all. The first exposure during 

garden work creates propensities that are sparked in the lesson’s introduction of new 

information, easing the integration of the material into the child’s embodied 

knowledge.  

   

Strategy 3: Collaborative discussion 

 Project on Plant Parts: In the elementary school’s garden, the exploring 

students are likely to have different bodily relations to the new material being shared. 

This is a result of the diversity of corporeal schemas with which the children 

approach the lesson. In the different tasks in the garden that the children favor, they 

are likely to become familiar with and discover different features of the plants. For 

this reason, the project includes a collaboration and dialogue between students to 

account for these differences and to illustrate the relevance of perspective in the 

construction of the meaning that the plants have.  

 One example of this difference in knowledges is in regard to children who 

find the sensation of sitting or kneeling on the dirt uncomfortable. These children are 

less likely to be familiar with the root structures of the plants than the children who 

enjoy getting close to the dirt and weeding. Another example regards many children 

living in food-insecure urban neighborhoods, where there is generally not ready 

access to fresh vegetables. It is more likely that these children will be warier to try the 

vegetables or find the textures trustworthy (although certainly with exceptions). This 
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difference in meaning that the produce and garden plants have for the children from 

the start will factor in how the new material is approached by the children, and then 

integrated.  

 This collaborative element in the project should immediately follow the 

investigative activity. It emerges from the sharing of the fresh new meanings that the 

plants now have for the children after the prior activity. In that way, it is a reporting 

back of the information that was gathered to the rest of the class in the form of a 

presentation and a debriefing of the activity. In this case, the groups of children that 

participated in the scavenger hunt describe the plant parts they found in the garden, 

either by describing the plant feature on the particular plant or taking the class around 

the garden. Following this group sharing, the teacher can facilitate a question and 

response session in which the children describe what the parts of the plants are doing 

to illustrate the children’s attention to the earlier presented information.  

 Project on Market Economy: In this project, the collaborative element is very 

similar to the discussion and dialogue of the above activity, in that it immediately 

follows and arises out of investigative project. Specifically, different groups report 

back the data they compiled in their charts in regard to the amount produced, 

consumed, and traded or gifted. This way, the class can see what each group desired 

to trade for, and the most demanded vegetables and flowers.  

 The class should also have a discussion in regard to the differences between 

the trade economy and the gift economy and their preferences, which will most likely 

illustrate a range of experiences in regard to the activity.  
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 Another good discussion topic would be to ask the children to brainstorm 

examples from their own experience of other forms of trade, as simple as trading a 

toy for a different toy. 

 Underlying theory: It is important to acknowledge how these subtle, and 

sometimes obvious differences in the body’s relations to what is being learned affect 

the understanding that arises in lessons. These differences are perhaps intensified 

from having the child learn by experience and according to their own initiatives. 

While this educational approach aims to maintain difference between individual 

children and the teacher as well as to prevent a flattening of one’s embodied 

knowledge by explicated information, it simultaneously strives to prevent a closing 

off of the students corporeal schema from other perspectives and new information. 

Having a discussion-based or collaborative activity that follows each investigative 

project helps to create a space for a dialogue between the diverging perspectives 

amongst students—which is not to correct the “wrong” ideas, but to instigate an open 

dialogue where both sides are led into an unpredictable direction where their 

understanding of the new material is deepened. 

 However, there does not necessarily have to be an intentional verbal sharing 

of ideas formed from the investigative project for an exchange between students to 

occur. In a collaborative, physically-active lesson, the underlying conversation 

between bodies, the universal vulnerability to shifts in understanding based on others’ 

relations to objects when the other’s bodies are disorienting or different, is likely to 

still occur. It’s just that the space for this open responsiveness between students must 

be opened up, which will not be in a classroom where all the seats are in rows facing 
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the teacher and a chalkboard. An opening for dialogue in the classroom requires 

intentional changes in the material space of the classroom, group activities, and the 

collaboration towards a final project. This collaborative final project, first between 

the student and the new material and then between students, is best conveyed in 

completing a creative project that focuses on what has been learned in any medium. 

The creative project will be more specifically addressed in the next section. 

 This collaborative element in the lesson plan in some ways bridges the 

diversity in experience of the investigative project and the creative project that is the 

final strategy. If we consider cultural journalism, the completion of a magazine 

necessitates dialogue between students as they pool together their understanding of 

the original interview in different areas of the project: some students compile the 

interviews, others snap photographs to accompany the article, some students look for 

poems and prose by local writers (living and deceased) while others writer their own, 

and others submit visual art for the magazine that is inspired by the lived experience 

expressed in the original writing. In other lesson plans, if the completion of the 

investigative activity by students occurs in close proximity with each other, there will 

be an underlying dialogue between the data they gather and share. The perspectives 

revealed in the later creative works may account for the impact of this collaborative 

huddle. Each perspective somehow affects and is affected by the others. Each aspect 

of the final creative project that is produced would hypothetically reveal the 

commonality and intertwining of these different relations to the project amongst the 

students. 
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Strategy 4: The creative process  

 Project on Plant Parts. After the children have directly interacted with the 

new material through investigative projects and have collaborated in a discussion of 

their experiences and observations, the children should begin a creative project that 

opens up space for the children to articulate what they have learned without the 

confines of a paper or assignment that necessitates a particular answer. At this point 

of the lesson, the children should be allowed to select two plant parts that they would 

like to focus on in two separate stories. Stacks of paper should be readily available 

that are cut into the shapes of the different plant parts with lines printed across for the 

children’s handwritten sentences.74 The children should be given much liberty in what 

they write about, but it should be reiterated that the story should incorporate what it is 

that they have learned about the specific plant part they have selected as they write 

about its adventure or story. It is not difficult to imagine the range of creative stories 

that could be told highlighting the children’s specific integration of all the new 

information and experiences of that plant part! It could be a story about a seed’s 

lonely days underneath the earth, or perhaps the seed’s farewell to the rest of the plant 

as it is carried off by the wind. 

 Project on Market Economy. The same setup should be utilized for the project 

on the market economy and the related of trade, production, and consumer. However, 

this time, writing a story that focuses on one of these concepts is likely to be slightly 

more difficult for the child to grasp. Rather than writing two stories, the children 

                                                 
74 This detail was inspired by my second-grade teacher Miss Donohue. In lessons 
about different animals and their habitat, she had us write creative stories from the 
animal’s perspective on pieces of paper cut into the outline of the week’s animal, 
such as a hippopotamus or kangaroo.  
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should focus their energy on one story. Children should either be asked to write a 

story about the life of a product from its perspective, from its production to its 

consumption and all the experiences between or a story about a trade from the 

perspective of some involved party. Hopefully at this point, the children will have 

realized that they undergo trades and compromises all the time—in asking their 

guardian to give them five more minutes before going to bed in exchange for no 

dessert tomorrow or asking a playmate to trade a toy for a different toy. Either of 

these examples would make good story topics.  

 Underlying theory. In this strategy, the teacher is able to verify that an 

integration of the new material or the disorienting phenomena has occurred, but not in 

any set way. Writing stories offers children the chance to express their lived 

experience of a reconfiguration of meaning that is spurred by learning. These stories 

can in turn enact a similar collaboration between the text and the reader. The children 

are able to explore how to creatively and authentically present to others the internal 

movement spawned by their own openness and collaboration with others and the 

sensible world. For our purposes, the story can do this in a way that reveals the point 

of contact that ignited the reconfiguration of one’s corporeal schema, pointing to its 

origins and acknowledging the collaboration with other students and the new 

material. It can illustrate what children learn through the open responsiveness 

between them and the new material in their activities, as well as also engage readers 

in their own perspective.  

 The style used to write the story from the viewpoint of a character poses the 

potential to disrupt the reader’s own bodily comportment towards the relevant 
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material things in line with what is contained in the text. Through the style and slow 

revealing of the character’s idiosyncratic perceptual experience, an internal 

movement can be prompted in the reader. The simple explication of how these 

movements organized the character’s affairs with objects and others would be less 

effective in enabling the reader to engage with it, since it would not be structured in a 

parallel fashion to the reader’s own perceptual experience. Rather, it is the writing of 

how the character perceives what they do into the description of what they actually 

perceive that the audience is most likely to experience it; that is, through the style and 

perspective the children use to creatively describe the phenomena in the stories. In 

reading such a text, the style of the character’s relation to the world is intertwined 

with the readers’ own residual meanings from past perceptual experience, whereas a 

strict explication detailing the processes would not necessarily allude to processes of 

one’s own perception. As children have more practice with writing stories and as they 

age it is likely that they can employ this technique more effectively. However, it can 

also occur in the shorter, simpler writings by the younger children at a more minute 

level. 

 Both the process of writing and the finished written product function as 

significant components in the educational project outlined in this chapter. Having 

youth begin writing a creative piece after an investigative project and a group 

discussion will give them the opportunity to explore the relation between themselves 

and the new material—to tweak it, reflect on it, and understand its significance. The 

method here is to write in one’s own words and style. The goal is to portray the 

movement that was initiated by coming into contact with a new perspective or 
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phenomena—not by explicating the details of the movement, but by showing this 

movement by recreating a story from one’s personal vantage point in a language that 

captures that experience.   

 Writing will not always be the most appropriate medium for communicating 

this process of learning to other classmates and the teacher. As in the collective 

projects of LAMP in Detroit, the organizers and youth selected hip hop and murals as 

the best means for conveying the narratives they constructed in response to their 

investigative community project. In the Foxfire program, Wigginton selected 

journalistic writing and creative non-fiction. Whatever medium is selected by the 

students and instructors—written text, audio track, visual performance or art—the 

produced text should be evidence of an integration of the new material. This creative 

work has the potential to engage with its audience just as students engage with the 

things to be studied in a manner of open responsiveness, potentially altering the 

reader’s understanding of the material discussed, as in the LAMP project where youth 

combined murals and hip hop about the stories that inspired the artwork.  

 

 These four educational strategies are the culmination of considering how 

Merleau-Ponty’s insights on the reciprocity between perceiver and perceived in the 

creation of meaning can be implemented in education. The specific content of the 

place-based strategies outlined in this chapter are only two specific projects out of 

myriad possibilities for all age groups. These strategies foster a dialogue between 

bodies and between children and the sensible world in an educational setting, re-

imagining the teacher’s conventional status as the sole source of knowledge. 
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Hopefully, by opening up space for children to directly experience and investigate 

new material, collaborate with others, and finally creatively express what they have 

learned, children feel empowered and inspired by their capacity to learn and engage 

others with their new understanding.  
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