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Abstract

This paper outlines a theoretical framework intended to provide a more ecological
and holistic accounting of how, why and where people learn in relation to constructs of
human difference - race, class, disability designation, etc. — as learners circulate across
places and associated operating value systems over multiple timescales. The framework
for cultural learning pathways is an application and elaboration of Ole Dreier’s theory of
persons in diversities of structures of social practice with afocus on the learning of disci-
plinary practices and the development of discipline-related identities. We summarize
relevant learning phenomena along extended cultural pathways from three team eth-
nographies of science learning. We outline how power-related issues associated with
privilege and marginalization are attended to in relation to the social, cultural, and ma-
terial circumstances of learning within and across environments and discuss future re-
search opportunities. Copyright © 2013 S. Karger AG, Basel

The literatures related to learning and education are strongly balkanized by sub-
ject matter and by the kind of learning context (e.g., formal vs. informal education)
[Bransford et al., 2006]. Scholarly efforts are under way to transcend these divides
and to develop a more holistic and nuanced accounting of how, why and where peo-
ple learn. We argue that we lack theoretical and empirical accounts of how individu-
als and groups accomplish learning that is meaningful to them across settings over
long time periods in relation to multiple cultural value systems — or how such learn-
ing is impeded. In this paper, we describe and apply a theoretical framework we have
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developed over the past 8 years of ethnographic work to account for what we describe
as cultural learning pathways — connected chains of personally consequential activ-
ity and sense-making — that are temporally extended, spatially variable, and cultur-
ally diverse with respect to value systems and social practices.

Lemke [2000] outlined an ambitious research agenda to explore learning across
broad timescales and a variety of settings in relation to emotional and cognitive phe-
nomena. Lee [2008] provided a related argument for the centrality of researching the
fundamental variation in the cultural experiences of people within and across com-
munities as a strategy for creating scientific accounts of learning and development
that are more robust, generative, and representative of social life. An interdisciplin-
ary group of scholars following a similar line of thinking distilled academic litera-
tures related to learning in and out of school environments within diverse commu-
nities, and they advanced 3 central concepts and associated learning principles
[Banks et al., 2007]. The 3 conceptual ideas - life-long, life-wide, and life-deep learn-
ing - highlight the foundational influence of temporal, spatial, and value-driven di-
mensions of learning and development, respectively.

Life-Long, Life-Wide, and Life-Deep Learning

Life-long learning is a familiar notion that refers to the acquisition of fundamen-
tal cultural, social, and cognitive abilities developed over the life course from infan-
cy to old age. Significant abilities — including literacy in a subject matter, problem-
solving practices, and forms of expertise related to the diversity of social domains -
develop over the course of years through deliberate practice, social supports,
metacognitive reflection, and identification with relevant practices. We theorize
how learning pathways are architected and disrupted over relatively long stretches of
time, from moments on up to months and years, as we account for learning and de-
velopment (e.g., how a learner is brought into a new learning experience based on a
prior life interest or practice that is being actively built upon).

Life-wide learning acknowledges that learners navigate across diverse social
niches, or locations, as they routinely circulate through everyday settings, activities,
and social groups - from classroom to home, from afterschool programs to neighbor-
hood venues, from informal designed settings like science centers to interconnected,
media-rich online spaces. These locations vary broadly in terms of their social and
material arrangement and with respect to the social expectations associated with in-
dividual and collective participation. Learners need to figure out how to adapt their
abilities, interests, and identities across a diverse set of locations on a routine basis as
they attempt to accomplish their goals or respond to the interests of other social ac-
tors. When they are successful, this allows learners, sometimes in collaboration with
other social actors in the setting, to create connected and thereby extended learning
pathways that learners can benefit from (e.g., when a child’s out-of-school interests,
knowledge or expertise gets leveraged in a moment of classroom instruction).

Life-deep learning acknowledges that all participation in social practices is a val-
ue-laden endeavor. That is, learning and development are deeply guided by spiritual,
religious, ethical, moral, and social value systems that operate within social groups.
There are often multiple value systems operating within a given location, and they are
inherent features of social life in life-wide and life-long dimensions. Within and
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across situated events, value systems influence the arrangements and evaluation cri-
teria for people’s participation in activity, help define the learning outcomes that are
promoted or discouraged, and help specify the kinds of persons, or practice-linked
identities, that are desirable or undesirable. New educational experiences along a
learning pathway are always realized in relation to the operating value systems pres-
ent within a specific place. For example, the multiple value systems associated with
the culture of a specific informal educational institution and those of the family mem-
bers visiting it shape how the family engages in learning experiences in that context.

The life-long, life-wide, and life-deep learning concepts allow us to better un-
derstand the learning opportunities and impediments faced by learners. For exam-
ple, some educational inequalities are manufactured through life-deep processes
that do not recognize the valued practices of some while exalting the valued prac-
tices of others in a normative logic [see related work by Bang & Medin, 2010; Cala-
brese Barton & Tan, 2009; Heath, 1990]. In some of our ethnographic work around
environmental science education, we have found that certain environmental narra-
tives privilege certain environmental practices (i.e., not driving a car, not drinking
out of plastic water bottles) without consideration for the diversity of cultural values
and lived experiences of youth [Tzou & Bell, 2012]. For some of the shared educa-
tional outcomes broadly held in society, there are large variations in life-wide learn-
ing supports and opportunities to learn across communities.

These variations influence what positions people occupy and confront as they
move from one social context to another, driving their participation in different ways
in particular contexts [Dreier, 2009]. In our ethnographic work on students with dis-
abilities, variations in life-wide supports greatly impacted how youth perceived their
abilities and identified as learners, depending on their access to valued rights and
opportunities [Baines, 2012]. There are long-term consequences in terms of life-long
expertise development because of structural inequalities associated with access to
credentialed experts in high-prestige areas of knowing — which matters greatly if it
takes expertise to make expertise [Bransford & Schwartz, 2009]. The life-long, life-
wide, and life-deep concepts help us move to a more holistic understanding of learn-
ing and development and to transcend the long-standing balkanizations in our the-
orizing and research findings. We will build upon these general concepts that serve
to dimensionalize learning across time, space and values as we define our cultural
learning pathways framework in the next section.

The Cultural Learning Pathways Theoretical Framework

Because significant learning, especially the learning associated with life course
outcomes, is accomplished across settings over developmental time in relation to
variable and often competing value systems, we need a conceptual framework that
highlights relevant dimensions of how, where and why people learn. That is, we need
to account for how individuals and groups arrange or transform the conditions of
their own learning in relation to their expectations, interests, concerns, and available
resources, as well as how such acts of agency and activity within situations are im-
peded, resisted, or even co-opted. We approach this theoretical goal from a situated
learning stance, understanding that the social and material pragmatics of sense-
making and action are paramount in learning. The situated nature of learning is a
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central scientific fact established over the past two decades [Lave, 1987; Lave &
Wenger, 1991; Pea & Brown, 1991]. In this section we outline a specific framework to
advance a theoretical lens for accounting for learning phenomena, building on doz-
ens of allied ethnographies and educational design studies. We also liberally build
upon the theorizing of Ole Dreier about persons in diversities of structures of social
practice [Dreier, 2008, 2009].

Our theoretical framework attempts to account for cultural and cognitive dimen-
sions of learning and development. Important variation across human cultural sys-
tems is largely accomplished by orienting to the leading cultural group affilia-
tions — often multiple ones within a particular case - that shape the learning pathway
accounts being documented, analyzed, and theorized. In the 3 cases reported below,
we have examples of how ethnic and racial group affiliation can strongly constrain
disciplinary learning and identification, how meaningful expertise development is ac-
complished within a family of limited financial resources, how formal disability des-
ignations can adversely shape learners, and how resistance can be mobilized to coun-
ter the marginalization. We subscribe to the critical perspective that acts of margin-
alization, exclusion, and oppression as well as acts of privileging, support, and inclusion
need to be empirically visible within our accounts of social life and learning so that we
are able to better understand how such acts are socially produced [Latour, 2005].

In the broad sense intended here, learning is accomplished across settings (i.e.,
translocally) by persons acting within diversities of structures of social practice. As
summarized by Dreier [2009]:

[People] live their lives by participating in many diverse contexts. These contexts are local
settings which are materially and socially arranged in particular ways to allow for the pur-
suit of particular social practices within and beyond them; they are re-produced and
changed by their participants and separated from and linked to other social contexts in a
more comprehensive structural nexus of social practice [emphasis added]. Accordingly, we
must study persons as participants in and across particular contexts. (p. 196)

It is important to realize that persons can, and often have to, exercise agency in
these settings as they construct, leverage, repurpose, and transform social and mate-
rial arrangements in order to provide meaningful, cross-setting connections related
to their goals and concerns. Gutiérrez’s use of the third space concept helps highlight
the hybrid practices that can be juxtaposed or coordinated within a particular learn-
ing environment [Gutiérrez, 2008]. The focus is on the modes of participation, which
are afforded or constrained as persons attempt to coordinate and accomplish what
they take to be personally consequential progress. One example of this is when stu-
dents manipulate and alter the social structure of schooling for their own purposes.
Most interesting to us is the ways in which youth repurpose existing social structures
to resist and acquire power when they are in disenfranchising social positions [Tzou
& Bell, 2012]. These efforts represent sophisticated and deliberate attempts to chal-
lenge expectations, escape negative perceptions, and pursue their true interests. In the
case of one student with autism, this meant joining the debate team in an effort to be
seen as intellectual and prove to others that he ‘overcame his autism’ [Baines, 2012].
Another example is when a youth in the midst of classroom instruction hacks, and
thereby repurposes, the math assessment technology as a tool that then allows him to
pursue his gaming-related interests [Bricker & Bell, 2012]. Such cases exemplify what
Dreier [2009] describes as a consequence of the ‘mismatch between arrangements and
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Fig. 1. The cultural learning pathways theoretical framework.

intentions, which drive individuals to either change their intentions or alter their life
pathways. In order to account for these diversities of social practices, we articulate a
theoretical framework focused on understanding the variegated cultural learning
pathways that are unfolding, or that persons are trying to unfold, at any given his-
torical moment across the sociodemographic diversity of the community involved.
Figure 1 outlines the major conceptual constructs and some of the conceptual
relationships associated with the cultural learning pathways framework. The model
is a theory of learning in the context of social practices. As shown on the right, we
focus on a range of specific learning outcomes - abilities or capacities — associated
with social practices that persons develop through cultural experiences. Through our
ethnographies, our developmental reconstruction (e.g., through the construction of
retrospective learning biographies) or documentation of learning and expertise, we
have found that development starts with a focus on the ontogeny of interests [Barron,
2006; Bell, Bricker, Reeve, Zimmerman, & Tzou, 2012; Hidi & Renninger, 2006]. That
is, the experiences people encounter which initiate extended pathways of deepening
participation through a stabilization of situational interest (e.g., around a domain
topic, practice, social relationship). This includes a focus on elective personal and/or
community interests. Getting a hamster as a pet might at first be just an exploration
of an interest in caring for an animal of one’s own. Over time, this might evolve into
further learning about hamsters, their eating and exercise habits, and their life cycle
[Zimmerman, 2012]. Learning pathways also result from personal or shared concerns,
challenges or desires (e.g., in relation to a pressing circumstance, threat, or opportu-
nity). Such concerns are broad and varied, from working to improve the academic
achievement of youth in specific subjects, to protecting one’s community from envi-
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ronmental hazards or eventualities, to responding to an institutionalized form of dis-
crimination (e.g., the exclusion of particular sociodemographic groups of students
from extracurricular activities as described in the case study below). In this frame-
work, interests or concerns can both lead to goal-directed learning, and learning ex-
periences can result in the identification of new interests and concerns.

As initial interests and concerns are attended to, pursued, and mitigated by in-
dividuals and groups, people come to participate in specific forms of social practices
in increasingly sophisticated and socially coordinated ways. In some cases, individu-
als deepen their participation in social practices that are established and evolving. In
other cases, individuals do not become more central participants of a particular
practice, but they do come to participate in a practice with others in a coordinated
manner that is still authentic to the work. In our ethnographies, we have document-
ed cases of precocious expertise in such domains as athletics, technology, and design
and building while we have also documented youth who regularly participate in such
practices in more legitimate peripheral ways.

Regardless, social practices are multifaceted human endeavors that span situa-
tions and have complex temporal rhythms from moment to moment; they compete
for attention with the range of practices present within specific settings, and at times
come to be combined with other social practices in amalgams of activity. For these
reasons, it is important to recognize that the work of individuals as they attempt to
engage in coordinated participation happens within the context of diversities of
structures of social practice. A learner in a science classroom may be trying to pursue
a personal learning agenda while the teacher is facilitating a competing learning
agenda. Negative perceptions of a learner’s ability to pursue or succeed in certain
activities can restrict or completely eliminate his/her access to desired opportunities,
as documented in cases of students with learning disabilities. In another example, a
learner may get support from his or her teacher to learn a particular topic of math-
ematics in a disciplinary discourse that is different from the one used by parents at
home. We have documented cases where the mathematical discourse and problem-
solving practices in a first-generation immigrant home varies significantly from that
associated with the math education reform efforts being implemented in the school.
Saxe and Esmonde [2005] highlight a unique case of how school reform efforts can
actually shift the meaning of specific mathematical terms from their original socio-
historical meaning in the community. Specific domains encountered across contexts
can involve competing practices and linguistic registers which learners then need to
negotiate in their learning processes.

Learning is fundamentally a social endeavor from this theoretical perspective;
therefore, the development of pragmatically useful and/or meaningful social rela-
tionships is a necessary part of learning experiences. In this way, social relationships
become both a means and an end of the learning process. People learn in ways that
relate to the interests and expectations of other social actors in their lives, in ways in
which they are accountable [Bruner, 1996]. As persons come to participate in a coor-
dinated manner in diversities of social practices, social supports are central to mak-
ing progress along cultural learning pathways [Barron, 2006; Bell, Bricker, Lee,
Reeve, & Zimmerman, 2006; Bell et al., 2012].

Finally, all situated learning is centrally about becoming — about developing sta-
bilized and flexible identities [Lave & Wenger, 1991]. There is growing attention in the
learning sciences to practice-linked identities that develop through sustained partici-
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pation in social domains — and the cultural processes associated with such domain
identification [Bell, Lewenstein, Shouse, & Feder, 2009; Gee, 2004; Herrenkohl &
Mertl, 2010; Nasir & Hand, 2008; Penuel & Bell, in preparation]. Deep disciplinary
learning involves coming to identify with such pursuits, appropriating the discourses
of affiliated communities, seeing value in the related enterprises relative to personal
commitments and goals, wanting to contribute to these enterprises, and coming to be
recognized as a developing expert in associated domains [Brickhouse, Lowery, &
Schultz, 2000; Calabrese Barton & Brickhouse, 2006; Lave & Wenger, 1991; see Bell et
al., 2009, for a synthesis of related literature]. Any given person also has to coordinate
multiple practice-linked identities in relation to his or her life history and social cir-
cumstances. Specific identities held or pursued by an individual might be in conflict,
or they may relate to challenges that complicate the learning process. For example, ste-
reotype threat can be viewed as resulting from identity contingencies that come to be
triggered in social environments [Steele, 2010]. The pursuit of specific practice-linked
identities hinges upon an understanding of the social practice landscape (i.e., the social
geography as it relates to disparate enterprises and domains), navigation knowledge
related to the pursuit of practice-linked learning in support of identification [e.g., Ste-
vens, O’Connor, Garrison, Jocuns, & Amos, 2008], as well as access to events that open
up available scopes of possibility for learning and identification. Taken together, these
dimensions (interests and concerns, coordinated participation, social relationships,
and practice-linked identities) highlight the learning outcomes of central interest to
the cultural learning pathways framework, and they highlight specific learning pro-
cesses associated with these outcomes as represented on the left side of figure 1.

In cultural and cognitive terms, extended learning of the kind accounted for by
this framework should be viewed as occurring across contexts in the midst of con-
nected constellations of situated events. Such learning is accomplished across develop-
mental timelines, typically in a variety of locations that have shifting and enduring
qualities. Learning is viewed as constellations of multimodal, discursive actions made
in the midst of situational circumstances. Through their actions, persons express
stances that relate to their developing commitments, concerns, and identities in the
midst of unfolding events to the degree afforded by the context. These stances could,
for example, be a stance on an ongoing struggle [Sheehy & Leander, 2004], or a re-
sponse to social positioning. Often, individuals are trying to leverage or transform a
social circumstance in ways that relate to aspects of the social practice related to past
and future events. Stances are shaped in relation to the sets of social positions available
to an individual or group from moment to moment - the rights and responsibilities
associated with taking action within a given setting [Harré, Moghaddam, Cairnie,
Rothbart, & Sabat, 2009]. Positions are constituted by connecting prevailing cultural
storylines to particular individuals in the context of situated events. In some cases,
such positioning is done in relation to broader social identities and ‘kinds of persons’
in ways that are socially problematic [Wortham, 2004, 2005]. In other cases, youth can
be given social positions that relate to their socially perceived areas of developing ex-
pertise and desirable kinds of persons. In this latter case, social reputations can both
mark and make expertise. For example, a boy who starts playing computer games at 3
is socially positioned as a ‘gaming expert’ for years to come; he is given substantial re-
sources and additional opportunities to learn, protected from other responsibilities
that would interfere with his gaming and is socially positioned as a teacher of more
novice gamers [Bricker & Bell, 2012]. In another case, a girl who expresses an interest
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in animals is then repeatedly positioned and resourced to participate at deeper levels
including taking care of multiple pets at home, giving advice to peers, and volunteer-
ing at a local pet store so that she can learn to care for a broader variety of animals
[Zimmerman, 2012]. A teenager who is known for his early interest in military history
and family ties to the armed forces is given opportunities to participate in the Young
Marines and police shadowing programs where he is positioned as a ‘charismatic lead-
er, challenging the Asperger’s syndrome diagnosis he carries at school [Baines, 2011].

Learning happens in relation to the social and material circumstances of par-
ticular places or locations. This is particularly important for social practices like
those associated with science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM)
pursuits in that they tend to make stylized use of specific materials in specific places
imbued with political, epistemic, and social power [Latour, 1995; Rouse, 1996]. Plac-
es associated with the pursuit of STEM-related interests and practices are not neutral
settings. They are ‘politicized, culturally relative, historically specific’ and ‘social-
ly constructed’ [Rodman, 1992] and are perceived by us through our own cultural
lenses and value systems [Casey, 1996]. In contrast to being merely a backdrop against
which interesting social activity occurs, place is simultaneously structured by and
structures human activity. By seeing places from a materialist perspective, in our
case we see context as ‘an ongoing process’ [Sheehy & Leander, 2004, p. 3], inter-
twined with practice. In this way, the materiality of place helps us understand actions
and positionality in social activity.

Persons trying to extend their learning pathways in the context of an eventin a
particular location are often tasked to construct or refine sociomaterial arrange-
ments that support the desired actions. Places are also unique in that group, organi-
zational, and institutional activities often shape very specific social expectations for
participation and learning. In this way, the institutional constraints of places [Drei-
er, 2009] have the power to invite or prohibit opportunities for action [Lefebvre,
1991], and therefore the power to position actors within places as having certain
rights and duties. Schools often focus learning experiences on shared educational
goals for all students. Parents often try to cultivate particular forms of social engage-
ment for their children. Informal educational institutions have structural constraints
that shape patterns of social activity within those locations.

Taken together, these dimensions of a specific constellation of situated events —
actions, positions and locations — strongly define the particular scopes of possibility
for participants. They can restrict participation and marginalize students. They ex-
pand the relevance of a learner’s background in relation to specific aims. They high-
light the pragmatic conditions under which participation, learning, and identifica-
tion are ultimately accomplished.

Learning Phenomena along Cultural Pathways

Our empirical studies of extended learning pathways have identified specific phe-
nomena that help explain aspects of process, progress, and complication in the context
of social practices, and in some cases the phenomena have opened up new lines of re-
search (e.g., developing metrics for STEM identification within designed curricular
experiences based on qualitative case studies of STEM identification processes across
settings). In the following sections we summarize a series of case studies to depict the
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processes by which the learning goals (shown on the right in fig. 1) are leveraged and
expanded upon through a series of connected moments of participation in sets of so-
cial practices. Participation is viewed through a focus on the scopes of possibility that
arise in relation to: (a) the social and material construction of the place, (b) the social
positions (i.e., rights and responsibilities) that arise from storylines and desired ‘kinds
of persons, and (c) the learners’ actions taken within settings in relation to their dis-
cursive repertoire and the stances they signal in the midst of the action. In the first
case, we see how a learner, often with the support of others, works to repurpose spe-
cific places in order to further his own expertise development and how such efforts are
sometimes easily afforded in some settings or actively resisted in others. In the second
case, we see how the ethnic affiliation of a group of youth is used to position them ad-
versely in an informal learning environment and how that is tied to prevailing story-
lines about the cultural group in the broader culture. In the third case, we document
how a youth with a formal disability designation succeeds in learning to participate in
a high-academic practice (forensic debate) despite racial and academic stereotypes
about who can successfully participate. Taken together, the cases highlight a range of
social processes that inform the extended learning pathways of the youth.

Persistent Repurposing of Contexts for the Development of Personal Expertise

Typical cognitive accounts of expertise development have not pursued the sys-
tematic study of the extended social and material conditions under which learning
happens over extended time scales, across disparate settings, and in relation to varied
value systems. Most individuals are able to develop significant competence or exper-
tise in specific social domains that are personally consequential [Nisbett, 2009]. It is
also the case that the development of expertise is also prone to opportunistic influ-
ences from varied circumstances [Gladwell, 2008]. We do have extensive accounts of
the elective learning of science and technology within particular settings or social
contexts [Crowley & Jacobs, 2002; Heath, 1990; Stevens, Satwicz, & McCarthy, 2008].
However, we are still in need of cultural accounts of sociomaterial learning process-
es that span multiple years and dozens of social contexts, especially as it relates to
race, class, and gender.

Through a team ethnography of science and technology learning, we investi-
gated the cognitive, social, and cultural processes associated with how elementary
youth, many from first-generation immigrant families, engaged in science and tech-
nology learning across dozens of social settings and over the course of 4 years [for a
more complete summary of the study, see Bell et al., 2012]. Across multiple cases, we
documented persistent attempts by youth to repurpose the local arrangements and
activities of a setting to serve longer-term interests in domains or developing affili-
ations with specific domain communities.

One phenomenon we have identified relates to learner stance-taking within spe-
cific sociomaterial places in relation to desired actions and deliberate practice for
expertise development. This stance-taking of learners relative to various aspects of
their practices happens in relation to the positioning and evaluation criteria that are
operating in particular situated places and across those places. We have documented
how Sam (pseudonym), a fourth grader at the time of his enrollment in the ethnog-
raphy, pursued his developing interest in design and building practices across social
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settings [Bricker & Bell, in review]. His parents and others in his life familiar with
his practices positioned him as developing sophisticated engineering-related prac-
tices, and Sam himself adopted this stance and insisted that his practices helped him
learn to see structurally. During their enrollment in the study, the family had rela-
tively limited financial resources, although they expended significant effort and cap-
ital to support Sam’s building practices over the course of years, which enabled Sam
to continue honing his existing building practices and, over time, learn affiliated
practices such as game design and computer-aided structural design. Through coor-
dinated participation, Sam and others in the structural nexus of his building prac-
tices produced, reproduced, and/or changed the sociomaterial settings in the various
contexts Sam frequented so that he could pursue his engineering-related interests
[Dreier, 2008]. For example, at home he engaged in extensive hobbyist building pur-
suits aided by commercially available products such as Legos, Bionicles, and K’Nex.
At a local science center, he monopolized physical exhibits for extensive periods of
time that allowed him to engage in design and problem-solving practices through
personally imposed challenges.

At the time of Sam’s enrollment in the aforementioned ethnography, school was
one of the few contexts that did not allow any significant repurposing relative to
Sam’s building and design interests. Furthermore, Sam was positioned as a student
with a problematic academic identity; some of his teachers saw him as perpetually
off-task and resistant to instruction, and Sam himself at times cultivated this prob-
lematic academic identity as a form of resistance to the structures of sociomaterial
practices in school, which did not support his interests and stripped him of oppor-
tunities to showcase his developing engineering-like practices. In the context of this
negative positioning in school, Sam reported that he spent his time in school decon-
structing his physical environs in his mind (i.e., ‘seeing in structures’) as a way to
continue his pursuit of his desired expertise. In a number of our ethnographic case
studies, we have seen similar stance-taking efforts where learners attempt to repur-
pose a situated event to pursue a longer-term practice of interest. Some environments
have a welcoming scope of possibility for such moves (e.g., the science center context
in Sam’s case), and others have competing social practices that make such moves dif-
ficult or impossible (e.g., the schooling context in certain instances).

Sam’s case highlights the ways in which different contextually based sociomate-
rial interactions involving discursive action and social positioning afforded Sam
very different scopes of possibilities and, thus, resulted in different outcomes related
to his developing engineering-related practices. The cultural learning pathways
framework allows us to theorize about these varying situated events relative to learn-
ing. In addition, the framework enables us to better understand how these events and
storylines are connected (or not) over time and in ways that speak to phenomena
such as developing learning pathways, identity formation (both positive and nega-
tive), and coordinated participation in social activity (both in the service of develop-
ing interests and in taking a resistance stance to dominant power structures).

Place, Positioning, and Identity in Environmental Education

The following case study provides an example of how learning pathways can be
shaped by aspects of place, positions, and the actions those positions afford. Nasir
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[2012] argues that learning environments, both formal and informal, have the po-
tential to offer learners access to ‘identity resources’ that individuals choose either to
take up or not based on their own personal identities and narratives. These resourc-
es can align with the social and racialized identities of youth to support learning and
identity formation simultaneously. Aspects of these supportive learning environ-
ments include positioning learners as being competent and as developing experts
[Bell et al., 2012]. This is exemplified in the following fieldwork segment:

High school youth from a community-based environmental justice education group on a
Superfund site attend a work party at a local, urban farm. The farm provides individual
families a way to grow their own food and donates fresh, organic produce to the local food
bank, elementary school, and senior housing in the community. The youth are there for a
work party in which many members of the community are also in attendance, but the pur-
pose of the day (‘community service’) is not explained to the youth. When we get there, a
man [one of the organizers of the volunteers] points out where the wheelbarrows and shov-
els are, says something to the kids in Spanish (he is white) and we follow him after we each
get a wheelbarrow. We get to a large, tarp-covered pile of compost. The smell is immedi-
ately overpowering. I can only shovel three or four times before I have to stop and step away.
As we look around the farm, we notice that other people are at small plots, stringing strings
across small stakes in the ground, digging small holes with spades. In contrast, we have
clearly been given the hardest job (and the smelliest). When I make a comment to Gabriela
(another instructor) she says that every time she comes here to volunteer, this has happened -
that people give them the stinkiest jobs, the hardest manual labor, because they think ‘here
come the Mexicans, ready to do hard labor, give them the hardest job’. It turns out that our
job is to shovel the compost into the wheelbarrows, haul it across the farm, dump it onto a
few long plots to make the beds, and repeat. (excerpt from field notes March 14, 2008)

Within the constructs of our cultural learning pathways framework, we would
argue that the farm as a historicized, politicized place had the potential to offer the
youth resources to frame their actions as helping their community and to position
the youth as advocates and activists within that frame. Community service as a form
of organized social activity was, however, never made explicit to help the youth un-
derstand the purpose for their activities at the farm. In addition, by being positioned
immediately as ‘other’ by being spoken to in Spanish (when the rest of the volunteers
were being spoken to in English), the youth were positioned on the margins of activ-
ity from the outset. Wilkinson and Kitzinger [2003] argue that positioning people in
terms of their category memberships, as ‘Spanish-speaking others, for example, as-
sumes a culturally based explanation for behavior or, in this case, for their assigned
roles. Because the youth and adults were positioned in this way, major social divi-
sions of ethnicity and, we would argue, power, were made visible and salient.

Furthermore, without the framing around community service, there were no
‘identity resources’ [Nasir, 2012] available for the students to try on different roles
and responsibilities other than those with which they came to the community ser-
vice day. These included, in the words of Gabriela, ‘Mexicans’ doing ‘hard labor.
Dreier [2009] argues that positions invite different scopes of possibilities for action
within different social contexts. In our framework, therefore, we can understand the
scopes of possibility available to the youth that day. The social organization of the
task before us that day, not only shoveling the compost but the obvious difference
between this task and the others in which the volunteers were engaged, constrained
the actions and opportunities for learning available to youth in that place as well as
clearly defined their role in the farm as place. The youth were cognizant of this po-
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sitioning. During the habitat restoration, Miguel says: ‘Mexicans don’t do this kind
of work for free. Why do you think we’re the only Mexicans out here?’

We can understand the connection that both Gabriela and Miguel made be-
tween racialized identities and manual labor as reflecting dominant political dis-
courses of oppression that link certain racial groups to certain types of labor. It is this
act (doing hard labor) in this place (on the farm) with this particular positioning (as
Mexicans) that framed particular scopes of possibility and resulted in this particular
set of learning outcomes. Different social positions and sociomaterial arrangements
might have opened up the possibility of rendering the same set of actions (shoveling
compost and doing hard labor) as empowering rather than oppressive.

Perceptions of Ability as Narrowing or Expanding the Scopes of Possibility

While we have discussed how learner stance-taking and empowering, place-
based frames of possibility can reposition and redirect youth’s learning trajectories,
social perceptions about who can successfully participate continue to impact young
people’s access to valued opportunities. For students with formal learning disability
designations, for instance, the perceptions of others can often frame their disability
as a fixed entity uniformly affecting their particular scopes of possibility. Examining
how these students learn and participate in a variety of social and material contexts
reveals that school-based disability labels themselves (and the perceptions of ability
that follow) can often restrict participation and marginalize students.

In a team ethnography of high school students with social and learning disabili-
ties, we investigated how high school youth with formal disabilities participate across
a variety of educational contexts in ways which vary quite dramatically in terms of
the available learning opportunities, how others perceive their potential, and how
their own beliefs about what they were capable of achieving [Baines, 2011]. We spe-
cifically focused on educational contexts that emphasized sustained project-based
pursuits that geared towards specific learner interests (e.g., an alternative high school
with outside mentoring from professional musicians, an afterschool and summer fo-
rensic debate club, the elective pursuits of home life). Because our framework main-
tained that people live their lives by participating in many materially and socially ar-
ranged contexts, we studied these same youth in everyday contexts such as formal
schooling, home contexts, and community settings. Through detailed analysis of so-
cial- and self-perceptions of ability, these cases documented how the scopes of possi-
bility for meaningful participation vary in ways not reflected in their explicit disabil-
ity designations or implicit assumptions about where and how they could participate.

In the lives of these students, the social perceptions of ability (and subsequent
positioning of students’ potential) were deeply connected to the values and images
of success in particular locations such as in the intellectually challenging world of
high school debate. In one case study, a beginning debater, who we will call Devin
Foster, struggled not only to grasp the basics of debate and participate in local tour-
naments but also have his expertise valued by his teammates [Baines, Bell, & Peck,
inreview]. As an African American male with a learning disability, Devin did not fit
the typical image of a successful debater and had to continuously position his intel-
ligence to suit the demands of the activity. His strong self-perception played an es-
sential role in his participation and helped him withstand the negative perceptions
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of the new debate coach and many teammates. Despite Devin’s self-perceptions, the
new coach continued to position him as not having the deep interest or intellectual
ability for debate and temporarily removed him from the team regardless of recent
tournament success. Her assumptions about the intellectual and personal require-
ments of debate were initially taken up by other members of the team. Over the span
of several months, the coach’s discourse regarding success was revoiced by a group
of student leaders who began discouraging students of color from continuing on the
team. After receiving outside coaching with a different instructor, Devin experi-
enced notable success at a tournament and was celebrated by his teammates, causing
them to reframe and reexamine their assumptions about his potential and stop at-
tending sessions with the new coach.

This particular instance demonstrates how self-perceptions and the perceptions
of others interact and influence one another in complex ways in the midst of con-
nected constellations of situated events. Multiple structures of social practice (e.g.,
around disability designation, racial membership) can reinforce marginalization
and exclusion for learners from historically nondominant groups. As with the case
of Devin, these perceptions of ability can also shift over an entire cultural learning
pathway, can be challenged in the course of single moments in time, and do not nec-
essarily have to be dictated by fixed labels and diagnoses. Devin’s experience high-
lights how particular storylines (i.e., related to the abilities of specific groups) can
strongly shape social processes that constitute social positions that either narrow or
expand the scopes of possibility for learners related to participation and identifica-
tion. In this way, the cultural learning pathways framework allows us to understand
how acts of exclusion are socially produced and are often taken for granted as part
of the natural order of society, even influencing how young people view one another.
It is the unconscious nature of such assumptions about intelligence and success that
can have far-reaching and often harmful consequences for students’ future pathways
and identities. These disabling practices permeate everyday interactions and com-
municate low expectations, restrict opportunities, or reveal academic stereotypes, all
of which can damage a learner’s view of his or her potential.

In the context of this framework, Devin’s actions also illustrate how, while his
learning is situated in larger social structures, he still works to transform the condi-
tions of his learning by positioning himself as ‘smart” and capable enough to do so.
Interviews with Devin over the course of his debate experience revealed that he was
fully aware of how he was being positioned but that he would ‘prove that everyone
was wrong about him.’” This case demonstrates the role and power of personal stanc-
es about desired interests and goals and how learners struggle to challenge conflict-
ing positions if they restrict their access to these pathways. While young people like
Devin may be able to recognize how they are positioned, our model emphasizes the
importance of available, structured resources to expand their possibilities for action
and change.

Conclusions
In this paper we have been operating from the stance that if we are to take con-

ceptual issues of race, class, and other dimensions of human difference into account
scientifically in our accounts of learning, development and education, we need theo-
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retical frameworks that allow us to understand the social and material conditions
under which relevant phenomena are carried out in everyday life, across settings,
over developmental timescales, and in relation to multiple operating value systems.
Only then will we be able to understand how conditions associated with educational
privilege and inequality are produced within the contextual pragmatics of everyday
life. Only then will we be able to understand how to intentionally shift the social and
material circumstances associated with aspects of learning and development that are
desired within specific communities or more generally. Our theoretical and empiri-
cal stance on accounting for issues of power resembles that of Latour [2005] who fo-
cuses on ‘the practical means, that is the mediators, through which inertia, durabil-
ity, asymmetry, extension, domination is produced’ within social contexts (p. 85). In
that sense, we seek to document empirically how acts of racism, exclusion, margin-
alization, privilege, and inclusion operate within social circumstances and how ac-
tors contribute to, resist, or ignore those processes.

We have outlined the theoretical framework we are using to account for cul-
tural learning pathways that are temporally extended, spatially variable, and cultur-
ally diverse with respect to value systems and social practices. With the theoretical
goal of focusing on the dynamically evolving scopes of possibility or learning in light
of diversities of structures for social practices, we focus on contextual dimensions of
places, positions, and actions occurring in relation to the interests, forms of partici-
pation, social relationships and varied identities tied to multiple social practices that
make up the learning influences and outcomes. From separate team ethnographies
of learning across time and place, we highlight three sets of phenomena that can be
studied and explained from this theoretical perspective. We have shown how learn-
er positioning and stance-taking across settings helps us understand when and how
learners are able to repurpose and focus the activities occurring within contexts to
their own long-term learning goals — or how those actions are resisted. We have doc-
umented how racial stereotypes operate to narrow scopes of possibilities for specific
sociodemographic groups of youth within the banner of inclusion within valuable
learning experiences. We have shown how the social perceptions of learner ability
within a social network can serve to exclude students of color from educational ex-
periences they perceive to be high-prestige. We have focused on select phenomena
from our ethnographic research. In our related design-based research we shift the
conditions of learning in order to support extended learning pathways and domain
identification of learners. By attending to the extended cultural learning pathways
of youth across diverse communities, we believe we can better understand and inter-
vene to promote educational equity and social justice.
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