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The Western school classroom can no longer remain a secluded and impermeable space in 
a world that is increasingly hyperconnected through dynamic flows of capital, technolo-
gies, populations, media images and ideas. Books brought to the school by diverse students, 
narratives from far-away countries and YouTube tunes from different cultures can become 
powerful teaching and learning tools in this frame. Such tools enable multiple metaphors 
and connections between various life spheres, diverse cultural and socio-economic milieus, 
and different times and places, as manifested in the thought-provoking ethnographic obser-
vation on ‘The book and the author’s reading’ by Elise v. Bernstorff and Carla J. Maier.  
 
 
 
The Fluid Classroom  
 
In 1996 (i. e. before the emergence of YouTube and Facebook, and before mobile 
internet devices such as tablets and smartphones were widely available), Arjun Ap-
padurai (1996) described how the world has become interconnected through dy-
namic flows of capital, technologies, populations, media images and ideas. When 
so-called new media emerged, this development was intensified, and the world be-
came increasingly hyperconnected: global communication now takes place through 
interactive, mobile and online platforms that enable the speedy production and cir-
culation of multimedia designs across institutional, geographical and community 
spaces. Even if there are persistent inequalities in the access to novel and quick in-
formation and communication technologies, global communication still includes 
populations that would otherwise be disconnected from family and community 
members residing in different geographical areas (migrant workers, etc., cf. Konto-
podis/Varvantakis/Wulf 2017; Madianou/Miller 2011).  

The Western school classroom can no longer remain a secluded and imperme-
able space in this frame. Not only do students come from many different places, the 
material objects and technical devices they bring with them mediate the communi-
cation with teachers and classmates in quite different ways than standard school 
curricula, textbooks and notebooks. Mrs. Accordo (pseudonym), a teacher in her 
30s with a few years of experience, as presented in the ethnographic case study by 
Elise v. Bernstorff and Carla Maier, seems to be aware of these conditions: Mrs. 
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Accordo flexibly turns a variety of resources that students bring to the classroom 
into teaching and learning materials. She also allows students to move around, 
speak with each other, laugh and express themselves in ways that traditional frontal 
instruction would not tolerate – as often happens in this particular school.  

The observation takes place at a Gesamtschule, a comprehensive school in a 
small city in the west of Germany (about 300.000 inhabitants), in which Elise v. 
Bernstorff spent about fifteen days per year for three years engaging in ethno-
graphic research. The school follows an innovative pedagogical approach: up to 
and including the 8th school year students receive no grades but written reports; 
classes are mixed-age and include an average number of sixteen students. About 
half of the students have immigrant backgrounds including first- and second- gen-
eration immigration from Poland, Greece, Russia, Arab States, Kurdistan and Tur-
key. Classes are led and taught by a multi-professional team of teachers, special 
educators and specialists in social pedagogy and social work (Sozialpädagogik). 
Small group activities and one-to-one sessions as well as research-oriented and 
project-based learning alternate with standard teaching and learning activities in a 
school culture that supports peer-to-peer learning, team work and inclusivity. 

The focus in this specific case is on Faris (pseudonym), a 14 year-old, seventh-
grader, who moved from Egypt to Germany two years before the observation took 
place. Faris, who is one of the older students in the mixed-age class, becomes the 
protagonist in the class when reading a written story about himself in front of all 
his classmates (a professional author having written about Faris’s life at school be-
fore he moved to Germany). The narrative performance is mediated through the au-
thoritative materiality of the published book (in German, by an Arab author), which 
Faris has brought to the school and holds in his hands while reading the story. 
Many of the students listen carefully and are impressed, as one can tell from the 
follow-up questions and reactions.  
 
 
Books & Storytelling  
 
Narratives, i. e. storytelling, have always transferred human imagination to other 
places and times, while books have signalled cultural capital since the first codices 
appeared. The new element in the aforementioned scene is that a book written by 
an Arab author and referring to a (real, non-fictitious) student from Egypt is being 
employed as teaching material in the German school this student now attends. Oral, 
lived history taking place across places becomes materialised in book format, i.e. 
securely remembered and documented. The book travels (literally) to different 
places and takes the students (metaphorically) to different places as the story is re-
enacted through Faris’s reading performance. Metaphorically—from ancient Greek 
metapherein, which means to transfer, to transport—indicates precisely this trans-
ferability from one life sphere to another; from material presence to symbolic re-
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presentation; from one place to another; from the present moment to a different 
time (Serres 1972; 1974).  

When considering this single episode, many different questions arise: Who or 
what is the primary agent of metapherein? Is the agent Faris? Is it the book in its 
material presence? Is it the story, i.e. the absent-present professional story-teller? 
What role do the other students, individually and/or collectively, play? Did every-
thing happen according to the teacher’s programme of action? Was there a pro-
gramme of action in place from the beginning? In a post-humanist perspective, the 
contingency and unpredictability of such a dynamic ordering of humans and other-
than-humans, i.e. of actors and actants, cannot be reduced to any single element let 
alone to the agency or intentions of a single human agent. A programme of action 
emerges symmetrically: it entails as much the intentions of humans as it does the 
functions of things, during which all entities constitute themselves and are trans-
formed in the course of action and in their relation to one another (Latour 2005; 
Kontopodis 2012).  

The principle of symmetry does not imply neutrality or inability to evaluate 
teaching and learning practices and the materials employed in these. Relevant re-
search has revealed that certain material-semiotic arrangements privilege particular 
forms of communication and modes of knowing while they constrain others. Such 
arrangements matter differently for boys and girls, and their effects are dependent 
on the cultural and socio-economic backgrounds and funds of knowledge of the 
students involved (Berg 1998; González/Moll/Amanti 2005; Kress 2010). Critical 
analyses have also pointed out how the representation of Otherness in Western cul-
tural settings and the implicit stereotyping and discrimination against women, peo-
ple of colour and/or non-Western cultures and societies can also be embedded in 
these arrangements (Minh-Ha 1991; Escobar 2018). 

That said, the arrangement described above entails more possibilities for a more 
intense and inclusive metapherein than frontal instruction based on a standard text-
book mediating abstract encyclopaedic knowledge on Egypt to make an extreme 
contrast. Obviously everyday school life is messy and elements of different peda-
gogical approaches are often mixed with each other even in one concrete lesson or 
class activity. Thus, in addition to focusing on single lessons or activities, one must 
also consider how the school integrates a vivid discussion on a personal story that 
takes place in Egypt, i. e. how such activities can be followed up and embedded in 
a broader school programme as well as reflected in the school’s culture and values.  
 
 
Mobile Phones & YouTube Tunes  
 
In the ethnographic case study by Elise v. Bernstorff and Carla Maier, other mate-
rial-semiotic arrangements appear that can also be seen as novel when compared to 
classic instructional models and former school eras. At the moment when the actors 
and actants on stage cannot provide the material and semiotic resources needed for 
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the action to continue, mobile phones appear; even before the researcher realises 
what is going on, an Arabic Christmas carol is played on YouTube. The actor-
network of Faris + software + mobile phone + sim card + cellular network obvi-
ously does different things than the actor-network of Faris + paper book. A differ-
ent programme of action emerges. Students move and gather in the back of the 
classroom; what now captures everybody’s attention and imagination is not the ma-
terial presence of a book with its symbolic authority, but the multimodal presence 
of the mobile phone playing unfamiliar music from a faraway country.  

Again, this novel arrangement raises broader questions about the way teachers, 
students, and schools are interacting with digital technologies: Can (and should) 
school libraries provide access to collections of songs from different cultures in 
case students and teachers are interested in listening to them? Can ministries of 
education afford mobile devices for all students so that they can safely navigate the 
Internet and search for relevant information? If not, should students be allowed to 
use their private phones and commercial platforms like YouTube in the classroom 
for educational purposes?  

Much research has explored the role digital technologies can play in terms of 
formal and informal education, inside and outside of school (cf. Burnett et al. 2014; 
Pachler et al. 2010; Selwyn 2013). While the first wave of relevant scholarship 
mostly explored online teaching and learning, a second wave of research argues 
that the boundaries between life online and life offline are increasingly blurred, to 
an extent that the original meanings of the words online and offline seem to be dif-
fused, both in theory and in practice. Luciano Floridi (2014), for instance, has re-
cently introduced the term onlife to account for the contemporary ways of living in 
which humans are endlessly surrounded by smart, responsive devices when they 
play, shop, teach and learn, as well as entertain themselves.  
 
 
Outlook: Metapherein & Positioning Oneself  
 
Literacy in this contemporary context can be redefined as the capacity to participate 
in the processes of locating, creating, filtering, and/or reusing and remixing onlife 
audio-visual and written materials, designs and products, in order to engage mean-
ingfully with different forms of knowledge. Such activity should ideally transcend 
online and offline spaces and, if relevant and possible, enable multiple metaphors 
and connections between various life spheres, diverse cultural and socio-economic 
milieus, and different times and places. To do so, all available resources must be 
combined: i. e. classic school textbooks, material and immaterial formal and im-
provised cultural productions, as well as other relevant media that students and 
teachers may find “onlife” (ef. Burnett et al. 2014, Kontopodis/Varvantakis/Wulf 
2017).  

The variety of available cultural productions and forms of knowledge may be-
come obsolete and superfluous though, if the prevailing way of knowing and being 
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in the world is based on the over-consumption of images, capital, technologies and 
natural resources. School education and pedagogy should empower diverse stu-
dents to understand that metapherein does not take place on neutral grounds, but 
within a continuing global history of wars and conquests, forced migration and ex-
ploitation of cultural and natural resources. School education and pedagogy have a 
quite difficult role to play in enabling students to position themselves and sensibly 
navigate the all-absorbing, contemporary flows of capital, technologies, people, 
and media images.  
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