
 

 Dignity Affirming Learning Contexts 

Danielle Keifert (co-chair), University of North Texas, danielle.keifert@unt.edu 

Kris Gutiérrez (co-chair, discussant), Rachel Chen 

gutierrkd@berkeley.edu, rachel.chen@berkeley.edu 

University of California Berkeley 

Marjorie Harness Goodwin (co-chair), Ananda Marin (co-chair)  

mgoodwin@anthro.ucla.edu, amarin1@ucla.edu 

University of California Los Angeles, 

Shirin Vossoughi (discussant), Northwestern University, shirin.vossoughi@northwestern.edu 

Asta Cekaite, Linköping University, asta.cekaite@liu.se 

Barbara Rogoff, University of California Santa Cruz, brogoff@ucsc.edu 

Arturo Cortez, University of Colorado Boulder, arturo.cortez@colorado.edu 

Lourdes de León, Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social, 

lourdesdeleonp@gmail.com 

Abstract: We examine how individuals from non-dominant communities and very young 

children engage with others in ways that affirm their educational dignity—"the multifaceted 

sense of a person’s value generated via meaningful participation in substantive intra- and inter-

personal learning experiences that recognize and cultivate one’s mind, humanity, and potential” 

(Espinoza et al., 2020, p. 19). We analyze dignity through the lens of agency and affect to 

explore interactions between an autistic child playing with a family friend, Indigenous families 

on forest walks, young people's use of media for affective and sociopolitical action., and a young 

child recruiting adults to engage in an occasioned knowledge exploration practice. Through 

pairs of junior Learning Scientist with experts from child development, cultural psychology, 

anthropology, and linguistic anthropology, we articulate how sharing agency and centering 

affect can support new possibilities for dignity affirming learning contexts.  

Symposium overview 
Learners conceptualized as “normal” receive vastly different treatment than those seen as abnormal, outside the 

norm, or even defined as what they are not-yet (e.g., not-yet adults, Annamma et al., 2013; Goodwin, 1990). The 

developmental trajectories of White, middle-class neurotypical older children are used as a marker for normality. 

These trajectories become set-points leading to the categorization of many youth and families from non-dominant 

communities and neurodivergent learners as deficient or less than "normal" (Annamma et al., 2013; Rogoff, 2003). 

Young children who are often viewed as not-yet fully developed can also be categorized as less than fully human 

(Canella, 1999). These deficit perspectives operate at the intersections of identities and differentially lead to lower 

expectations for learning, restricted learning opportunities, and we fear reduced opportunities for dignity affirming 

experiences in learning contexts. Although deficit perspectives are leveraged against youth of color is different is 

critical ways from those leveraged against neurodivergent persons (Annamma et al., 2013) or young children, 

scholars are increasingly identifying patterns in how repertoires of practice for communicating, attending and 

observing, resisting and transforming, and inquiring across diverse communities co-constitute dignity-affirming 

learning contexts that expand and transform conceptualizations of typical developmental pathways.  

We seek to spark conversation about how particular populations are/aren’t positioned with dignity in 

consequential learning contexts through analysis of everyday activity. To do so, we present a framework 

addressing the need to attend to agency and affect when seeking to understand dignity-affirming learning contexts. 

The overview then provides a brief description of symposium organization. We then present four sets of junior-

senior scholar-pairs as they engage together in analysis of junior scholars’ data through the lens of senior scholars’ 

work from diverse disciplinary perspectives (i.e. child development, cultural psychology, anthropology).  

Conceptual framework: Affect and agency in dignity affirming learning contexts 
We position those often framed as not-fully- or not-yet-human as multi-faceted beings engaged in making sense 

of the fullness of their humanity and their worlds. This at once feels like an obvious call and a radical push against 

oppressive conceptualizations of limited human capacity for those at the margins and not-yet-grown. It is a 

necessary move to understand the diversity of human learning (Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003; Philip et al., 2018).  
We take up Espinoza, Vossoughi, Rose, and Poza’s (2020) definition of educational dignity as “the 

multifaceted sense of a person’s value generated via meaningful participation in substantive intra- and inter-

personal learning experiences that recognize and cultivate one’s mind, humanity, and potential” (p. 19). This 

ICLS 2021 Proceedings 795 © ISLS



 

 definition recognizes a person’s value is inherent in the person, but that such dignity is affirmed and fully realized 

only within social interaction. Thus, it is not enough to state someone has dignity; it must be enacted and affirmed. 

This framing of dignity is positioned within a sociocultural lens on everyday learning, being, and doing in the 

world. This lens on life recognizes that abstract ideas like dignity, agency, and affect are brought into being 

through persons-in-interaction (Blumer, 1954). Just as “dignity relies on social action for its manifestation” 

(Espinoza, 2020, p. 19), agency is also a collaborative endeavor (Damşa et al., 2010; Gresalfi et al., 2009), and 

affective stances help create the social order of interaction that affirms dignity (Goodwin & Cekaite, 2018). Thus, 

each scholar-pair examines these sociocultural understandings of persons-in-interaction in their analyses.  

Our selection of dignity, agency, and affect is purposeful. Returning to our central construct of 

educational dignity, we recognize vulnerability between participants creates “emotional and cognitive conditions” 

that facilitate “sharing of histories and testing of ideas” (Espinoza et al., 2020, p. 14) in learning interactions. Each 

scholar pair examines how particular affective states (e.g., playfulness, wondering, love, curiosity) create contexts 

for learning, drawing on affect as central to learning as an emerging theme in Learning Sciences research (e.g., 

Jaber & Hammer, 2016). Agency as an interactional accomplishment, a core Learning Sciences conceptualization 

of agency in learning contexts (e.g., Damşa et al., 2010; Gresalfi et al., 2009), sheds light on processes supporting 

engagement in particular ways of knowing as well as their inquiries about knowledge itself. By this we mean that 

we wish to understand how young people already take initiative to create learning contexts (e.g., de León, 2015) 

and how learning designs can further position those who historically occupy social positions deemed to have less 

power (e.g., nonverbal neurodivergent individuals, Indigenous families, youth of color, young children) as agentic 

co-creators attending to “pressing philosophic concerns” (Espinoza et al., 2020, p. 18). In doing so, we hope to 

better understand how sharing agency may lead towards imagining new possibilities and transforming existing 

structures to achieve those possibilities (see Calabrese Barton & Tan, 2010). Taken together, we believe this 

framework will allow us to better understand how participants-in-interaction can respond with care—attending to 

another to enhance their wellbeing (Goodwin & Cekaite, 2018)—through dignity affirming interactions.  

Format 
We propose a non-traditional format based on a successful special session on the socio-political and ethical 

horizons of the Learning Sciences (Vakil et al., 2020) that was designed to support learning with and from junior 

and senior scholars. Scholars were matched with the intent of shedding light on the conceptual and methodological 

focus of junior scholars through the extensive bodies of work from senior scholars (Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Junior-Senior Scholar-Pairs and their Analytical Focus 

Following a brief introduction (3min), junior-senior scholar pairs will present data from junior scholars’ work and 

analysis based on foundational ideas from senior scholars’ theory with a lens on dignity, affect, and agency (10min 

each). Scholar-pairs will then respond to prompts from our discussant (5min). Following these cycles of 

junior/senior scholar pairs (total 60min), our discussants, Drs. Kris Gutiérrez and Shiri Vossoughi will provide 

reflections (12min) before guiding our discussion with all attendees (15min). These pairings and the process for 

reflection provide avenues to expand disciplinary boundaries of LS and contribute centering educational dignity.  

Significance 
There continues to be a need to draw on research of interactions and learning in ways that support “humanizing 

creativity” (Espinoza et al., 2020, p. 9) requiring the continued development of research approaches that center 

diversity (Medin et al., 2017). This includes deepening understandings of how marginalized young people and 

those construed as not-yet-developed navigate the multiple communities in which they situate themselves. The 

analyses shared in this symposium as well as the scholarly pairings will support dialogue about how people 

collaborate in meaningful ways in their own learning, being, and doing in the world.  In so doing, this work 

contributes to understanding the “diversity of human cognition and development beyond participants, methods, 

and purposes” rooted in White-dominant norms (Philip et al., 2018, 83). We present now our four scholar-pairs: 

Rachel Chen & Asta Cekaite, Ananda Marin & Barbara Rogoff, Arturo Cortez & Lourdes de León, and Danielle 

Keifert & Marjorie Harness Goodwin.  
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 The transformative role of a stimming object in autistic interaction 
Rachel Chen and Asta Cekaite 

Autistic individuals form close, affective, sensorial relationships with objects (Conn, 2015). Many of these objects 

are involved in the enactment of repetitive movement (e.g. tapping, rocking, flapping), a category of behaviors 

that diagnostically defines Autism (DSM-5, 2013), otherwise termed stimming by the Autistic community (Kapp, 

2013). Whereas autistic object usage is traditionally conceived as rigid and inflexible, especially if involved in 

stimming (Leekam, 2011), the prevalence of objects in children’s sensory play suggests they may be used more 

creatively than previously assumed. The propensity to repeat and innovate is prevalent in neurotypical children’s 

interactions, through playful recyclings of repetitive language (Cekaite, 2004) or locomotor imitation and 

elaboration (Hoey et al., 2018) as an affective context for play. Embracing the significance of objects in autistic 

interaction may reveal inventiveness that may otherwise be missed. This line of work has implications for Special 

Education and the creation of flexible sociomaterial environments that reveal, and thus celebrate the 

communicative agency of the Autistic student.  

Background and methodology 
The video data selected for analysis is of Matt, a 6-year-old non-speaking boy on the Autism spectrum, and his 

interaction with Ben, a 17-year-old family friend. The data come from a video ethnography corpus of naturally-

occurring interactions between Autistic children and their families, educators, and friends. The object of focus in 

this extract is a plastic hair comb, which at the time of data collection, was Matt’s most frequently held object. 

Due to its flat surface and its ergonomic size for Matt’s hold, it became an object for his repetitive tapping (Figures 

2-5). Prior to the start of the recording, Matt’s sister finds his comb lying on the floor. She picks it up just before

Matt runs towards it, and playfully passes it to Ben. This analysis focuses on the evolving role of the comb as the

interaction unfolds.

Data analysis 
Establishing new understandings of objects as 

something other than its original function 

requires complex interactional work (Cobb-

Moore, 2010). Ben first transforms the function 

of the comb into the object of play by dangling it 

in front of Matt’s face (Lines 21 and 26), lifting 

it beyond Matt’s reach just as Matt attempts to 

grab it (Lines 23-25, 28-29). As the interaction 

unfolds, the comb’s function is continuously 

transformed, and the emerging game between 

both participants traverses through different play 

genres. After Matt’s many unsuccessful attempts 

to grasp the comb, Matt produces a surprising 

social action: He grabs Ben’s wrist and brings 

the comb to his hair, pretending to enjoy having his hair combed. In a swift move, Matt raises his left hand and 

grabs the comb from Ben’s hand, bursting into laughter when he is successful in this endeavor. 

Figure 3. Matt pretends to comb hair. Figure 4. Matt grabs the comb. Figure 5. Matt laughs, lowering his hand. 

From the object of a stim, to the object of a game, Matt uses the original function of the comb—for one’s hair—

as a means to ‘win’ the comb back from Ben. The transformative role of the comb reveals Matt’s ability to be 

flexible and creative with his favorite object. By enacting the first transformation of the comb into the object of a 

game, and by through his interaction with Matt, Ben is creating a learning ecology where Matt and Ben can come 

into intercorporeal attunement, affective embrace, and creative transformation. This short analysis shows how a 

Figure 2. Matt and Ben interact together with the comb.
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 dignity-affirming learning context is constituted through affective (playful) collaborative transformations of the 

object-centered activities, spontaneously occurring in mundane interaction.   

The multiplicities of dignity-affirming interactions: Accounting for multispecies 
ensembles as a context for the coordination of attention and observation  
Ananda Marin and Barbara Rogoff 

 

We bring the framework of dignity-affirming learning as meaningful participation in interaction that cultivates a 

person’s value into conversation with our shared interest in learning through the coordination of attention and 

observation. We also extend the framework of dignity-affirming leaning to consider the role of more-than-human 

subjects in meaningful participation. Our individual research programs unite around a collective interest in 

foregrounding diversity in the cultural processes of learning. Over the last three decades, Barbara Rogoff and 

colleagues have iteratively articulated Learning by Observing and Pitching In to family and community endeavors, 

or LOPI, as a multifaceted approach to learning. This approach is common in Indigenous communities in the 

Americas (Rogoff, 2014). Three facets of LOPI are particularly germane to our consideration of the interactional 

accomplishment of dignity: (a) social organization of endeavors through collaborative, flexible ensembles (facet 

3), (b) wide, keen attention and contribution to events (facet 5), and (c) communication based on coordination 

through a shared reference in collective endeavors (Rogoff, 2014). Marin (2020), building with this approach and 

Indigenous educational philosophies (Cajete, 2000; Simpson, 2011) has examined Indigenous families’ forest 

walks as a context for understanding learning through the coordination of attention and observation on the move.  

In this paper we ask: how do young children along with adults coordinate attention and observation 

while on the move as they engage in flexible ensembles with more-than-human kin? What patterns do we notice 

with engagement and how might this expand our understandings of LOPI? To ground our discussion of these 

questions we first review the scholarship of Rogoff and colleagues who have consistently found cultural 

differences in the organization of attention and collaboration. For example, in one study with Navajo children, 

López et al. (2012) have shown that when one child took lead and provided instruction for game play other 

children remained engaged. This finding has been replicated with Mexican-heritage children whose families come 

from communities with Indigenous history. In contrast, European-American children whose families have 

extensive history of participating in Western schooling follow a different pattern. For example, when three or 

more European-American children took part in a task making puzzles or model toys and one child took lead the 

others tended to go off task with more frequency. Importantly, the tasks which contributed to this body of work 

were primarily conducted in indoor settings where children were seated. We extend Rogoff’s work on cultural 

patterns in multi-party engagement to further examine how research contexts inform our creation of 

developmental theory. 

When we shift our analytical lens to consider the role of lands/waters in interaction then more-than-

human kin as co-participants in ensembles becomes magnified. Moreover, children’s engagement in flexible 

ensembles that include more-than-human kin can look quite different from children’s participation and 

engagement with playing board games. We suggest that in the context of forest walks, staying engaged as people 

participate in flexible ensembles with more-than-human kin widens the perceptual field and consequently young 

children use a variety of combinatorial and multimodal formations for coordinating attention and observation. To 

further explore this work hypothesis, we present a case example from the forest walk of an Odawa (Native 

American) mom, and her two sons Jason (age 7) and Sam (age 4). They were asked to go on a series of walks, 

five in total, as a part of a case study on how families coordinate attention and observation as they learn about the 

natural world. On the family’s third walk they made their way into the forest canopy where they noticed trails 

which Jason declared were made by an animal, setting up an affect stance for wondering together. A few minutes 

later, Jason says, noticed “fresh tracks.” Amazed by the size of the track Jason commented “Ah, there’s no such 

thing as an animal that bigga foot.” His mom then asked what made the footprint and Jason responded with “some 

animal.” This interaction highlights the role of affect in learning. Jason’s amazement with his observation creates 

a context for multi-party engagement and collaborative storying of the environment. In this moment a multispecies 

ensemble is created that includes human and more-than-human kin. As the family moves to find their way, Jason, 

uses a stick to point out frog prints (“Hey look it, frog prints, these are...”). As he does this, his younger brother 

Sam orients his body so that he is facing Jason and both look down at the ground (Figure 6A). Jason then reorients 

and begins walking along the trail again (Figure 6B). Sam who is behind Jason says “I think there’s frogs living 

in here.” Sam, then says “I, go” as he bends his knees getting ready to jump. He jumps three times, each time 

saying “jump” before running ahead of his brother (Figure 6C). Meanwhile, Jason is still making sense of the foot 

prints. In a low voice, almost as if he is speaking to himself, he exclaims, “And the coyote caught it. Dropped it a 

couple times. That must be the story of the footprints.” 
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A.   B.   C.  

Figure 6. Images of Jason and Sam’s unfolding action from the mother’s wearable camera. 

 

Recognizing the agency of more-than-human kin is a common practice among Indigenous communities 

(Bang & Marin 2015; Cajete, 2000; Kimmerer 2013; Simpson, 2011). In the case presented here we see young 

Indigenous children recognizing more-than-human kin (i.e., coyotes, frogs) as agents who like them are 

interacting with lands/waters.  At the beginning of the interaction presented Sam and Jason are in a face to face 

formation that includes land. This formation provides an essential context for the coordination of attention and 

observation and engagement with the question at hand (who made the tracks?). Once this shared reference is 

achieved, the formation changes, with Jason and Sam in a tandem formation. This shift could be read as out of 

sync. Instead, we suggest that this is shift is dignity affirming. Both Sam and Jason explore their relationship to 

the particularities of the land they are walking. Sam embodies the movements of frog and Jason stories the 

interaction of frog and coyote. This new formation provides opportunities for both children to maintain their 

ensemble and participate in ways that support their ability to meaningfully contribute to walking, reading, and 

storying land. Taking this analytical approach helps to explicate how attention and observation are maintained in 

ways that include lands/waters and affirm the dignity of young persons in interaction with each other.  

Agency, affect, and morality in virtual spaces of nondominant youth: Nuevas 
Expresiones de Amor y Empatía  
Arturo Cortez and Lourdes de León 

 

We extend the notion of dignity-affirming learning contexts to illuminate the development of moral and affective 

stances in the microlevel processes of non-dominant young people as they engage in everyday usage of digital 

technology and new media. Drawing on an ecological perspective, we contend that virtual learning environments 

create opportunities for young people to resist, rearticulate, and transform their cultural repertoires of practice 

(Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003) as they engage in socio-political critique and the micropolitics of affective exchanges 

in their virtual communities of practice. This engagement is enacted through video game play, romantic textual 

exchanges, and exchanges in virtual landscapes. In the following, we explore how we take up these examinations 

in our work and offer considerations for future inquiry. 

In the context of social rebellion and global pandemic, digital technology and new media are increasingly 

leveraged as part of people’s everyday practices of civic engagement, opening up “emerging forms of agency” 

(de León, 2017, p. 463), activism, socio-political critique, and other forms of resistance that can be imagined and 

enacted in our societies (de Kosnik, 2016; Lizárraga & Cortez, 2019). Online video game play has gained traction 

as a site of digital activism, especially in opening up new theoretical, methodological, and pedagogical 

possibilities for studying the ingenuity of young people (Gutiérrez, et al., 2017; Rivero & Gutiérrez, 2019). Mirra 

and Garcia’s (2020) notion of speculative civic literacies highlights the development of “expansive, creative forms 

of meaning making and communication aimed at radically reorienting the nature and purpose of shared democratic 

life toward equity, empathy, and justice” (p. 297). Drawing from Mirra and Garcia (2020) and de León’s (2017) 

examinations of digitally mediated practices as consequential for meaningful cultural and linguistic activity, 

Cortez’s study examines the development of speculative activist stances—defined as a co-constructed repertoire 

of resistance practices, leveraged across digital and social media domains, oriented toward organizing new civic 

futures. Goodwin’s (2007) participation frameworks illuminate the epistemic, moral, and affective stances that 

participants engage in as they develop new digital, social, and imaginary worlds. In particular, this study examines 

how speculative activist stances were co-constructed and enacted in an online gaming ecology, composed of 

young people from across the world as they organized a tribute and memorial to George Floyd, organized a protest 

of the endemic police violence against Black communities, while they played Grand Theft Auto V. Through the 

analysis of the microprocesses of multiple types of interactions (Figure 7: game moves, online streamed chat, and 

talk among the players) in video game play, this study argues that speculative activist stances illustrate how young 

people contend with, complicate, and rupture mainstream notions of activism. Here, young people are co-

constructing new types of activist practices that bring together notions of care, love, solidarity, and aggression as 

they challenge hegemonic power structures in their microlevel practices. This study offers implications for the 
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 design of learning environments that could leverage video game play as a central site for the development of 

sociopolitical action and critique. 
 

   
Figure 7. Screenshots of GTA V. (a) Funeral of George Floyd. (b) Protest at Police Station. (c) Memorial for 

George Floyd; cars lined up in “GF”. 

  
In a parallel fashion, de León examines romantic texting and ethnopolitical virtual landscapes among 

Mayan Tzotzil youth as discursive practices that have their effect in a contentious field of social activity, indexing 

micro-processes that contribute to the reconfiguration of new subjectivities, feelings, and moralities (Ahearn 

2001). She argues that digital communication has not only produced new forms of courtship, affect, and 

ethnopolitics but has also fostered new technological, linguistic, and literacy skills that have significantly changed 

repertoires of identity (Kroskrity 2000), voice, and imagined possibility among Mayan youth (de León, 2017).  
Both Cortez’s and de León’s projects reveal youth’s ingenuity in crafting new social personas in the 

multimodal deployment of affectivities and moralities that enable new alignments, visions, and practices for social 

futures. We consider these virtual communities of practice as a potential site to understand how nondominant 

youth rearticulate socio-political critique and cultural repertoires of practice. 

Cultivating educational dignity by following children’s serendipitous curiosity 
Danielle Keifert and Marjorie Harness Goodwin  

 

How is educational dignity cultivated by following children’s curiosity? Curiosity is a powerful affect central to 

being human. Occasioned knowledge exploration (OKE)—moments when people “extemporaneously connect 

new knowledge to existing knowledge in collaborative endeavors” (Goodwin, 2007, p. 97)—and family practices 

(Keifert, 2015) shed light on explorations of “fanciful worlds as well as more mundane actual situations” 

(Goodwin & Cekaite, 2018, p. 206). We wonder how noticing family OKE practices allows teachers to follow 

children’s curiosity in school. Figure 8 summarizes two of Charlie’s (2y10m) experiences recruiting adults to 

explore stories about which he was curious by animating—giving voice to (Goffman, 1979)—to characters. 

 

 
Figure 8. Abbreviated talk. Left Mommy (M) and Charlie (C). Right Teacher Matt (TM) + Charlie (C). 
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 At home, Mommy responded to Charlie’s bid to explore Up (left) by shifting to exploring a prior 

experience through animating Gem. Charlie responded by animating his past-self before they repeated the pattern 

of Mommy animating the dogs in Up and Charlie animating the boy. In both stories, Charlie animated his past 

self, acting as an author in co-story telling. Charlie’s bid for engaging in this family OKE of exploring narratives 

together was received positively by Teacher Matt two days later in his classroom (right). Charlie’s questions were 

attended to, leading to explanations of Where the Wild Things Are, and giving Charlie the chance to connect to a 

prior experience. Both Charlie and Teacher Matt animated their past-selves. It was likely easy for Teacher Matt 

to follow Charlie’s lead because Charlie’s form of OKE was similar to literacy practices in the classroom. This is 

not always the case. A child the same age in Charlie’s classroom, Catherine, was repeatedly rejected when she 

tried to engage in her family OKE practice (Keifert, 2015). In that case, Catherine’s playful tone asking “What if 

the crickets got out [of the terrarium]?” was received with a concerned tone indicating that shouldn’t happen for 

the crickets’ safety. Catherine was not supported to engage in her OKE practice. Catherine’s agency to pursue her 

curiosity through engaging in a familiar inquiry practice with her teacher closed down by her teacher. 

 The more adults look, the more opportunities they have to see children’s brilliance. What happens when 

teachers give children agency to lead when they are curious? Charlie was positioned with agency to shape 

meaningful participation—he was positioned with educational dignity (Espinoza et al., 2020). Charlie’s 

experience demonstrates affirming dignity for young children often construed as not capable (Cannella, 1999). 

Likely the more different a form of OKE is from those forms common to a context the more challenging following 

a child’s lead may be (e.g., Heath, 1983). Yet, learning to recognize children’s practices as relevant and attending 

to shared affective engagement is necessary. The centrality of curiosity to human experience demands educators 

learn to follow children’s serendipitous curiosity to affirm educational dignity.  
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