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Introduction 

I want to start with something that happened in a museum. In 1992, artist Fred Wilson was 

invited to work inside the Maryland Historical Society in Baltimore. Rather than create new 

objects, he went into the museum’s storage and pulled out what had been kept there for 

decades: shackles alongside ornate silver pieces, tools, and garments connected to the lives of 

enslaved and working-class Black Marylanders, objects the institution owned but had never 

considered worth displaying. Wilson called the installation “Mining the Museum.” When it 

opened, students who had grown up in Baltimore and never seen themselves in a museum 

stood in front of those cases for a long time. 

That story is cited in one of the articles in this issue, and it has stayed with me. The objects 

existed. They had always existed. They simply had not been considered worth showing. Every 

educational system makes the same kind of choice, continuously and mostly without 

announcement: what knowledge is worth transmitting, whose history is worth telling, whose 

ways of making meaning are granted legitimacy. The costs of these choices are borne 

unevenly. Students look for themselves in the curriculum and find mostly absence. The articles 

assembled here approach that problem from very different angles and very different parts of 

the world. Taken together, I think they make a serious case that the question of whose 

knowledge counts is not peripheral to educational research. It may be close to the center of it. 

What the Curriculum Leaves Behind 

One of the more theoretically ambitious pieces in this issue argues that neoliberal education 

does not merely neglect certain knowledges. It produces waste: human capacities, histories, 

and ways of making meaning that are actively rendered expendable by the logic of 

standardization and accountability. Drawing on Dewey and Bentley’s transactional ecology 

(1949) and on the philosophical concept of haecceity, the irreducible singularity of each being, 

the authors argue that a curriculum organized around homogeneity and measurable outcomes 

will always generate this kind of waste as a structural byproduct, not an unfortunate side 

effect. 

I find this argument persuasive, and somewhat alarming. If curricular waste is structural, then 

adding a unit or revising a reading list is not enough. What is required is a different way of 

thinking about what education is for: less the efficient transmission of approved content, more 
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what the authors call a transactional ecology, plural, relational, and genuinely open to the 

knowledges that have been discarded. Wilson’s 1992 installation is one of their case studies. It 

turns out the museum is a useful metaphor for the school. 

Technology and the Unevenness of Promise 

Two articles in this issue examine educational technology, and they are difficult to read 

together without some discomfort. A systematic review of AI applications in undergraduate 

education reports that intelligent tutoring systems can now personalize content to individual 

learners with striking accuracy, and that predictive models can identify students at risk of 

dropping out well before the crisis becomes irreversible. The other study comes from 

secondary schools in Tanzania. Teachers there are not debating personalized learning 

algorithms. They are dealing with inadequate infrastructure, sporadic training with no follow-

up, and the kind of institutional neglect that makes it difficult to sustain even basic ICT 

integration. 

The gap between these two realities is not primarily a gap in teacher motivation or student 

aptitude. It is a gap in resources and in the educational future that the global conversation 

about technology tends to imagine. Selwyn (2011) observed more than a decade ago that 

educational technology debates consistently center on the experiences of the already-

advantaged. That observation has not aged out of relevance. The question is not only what AI 

can do. It is who will have access to it, and what happens to those who do not. 

Belonging as a Condition of Learning 

The two remaining articles are less concerned with curriculum theory or technology than with 

the lived experience of students trying to do their work under conditions that make it harder 

than it needs to be. One article in this issue takes a critical ethnographic approach to eighth-

grade ENL instruction in a New York State public middle school. Its title borrows a student’s 

own words: “I hate being an ENL student.” That sentence is worth sitting with. The label itself, 

the designation as a learner of English as a New Language, carries an institutional logic that 

positions multilingual students as deficient rather than as people who already inhabit two 

linguistic worlds with considerable skill. Grounded in culturally sustaining pedagogy and 

critical multicultural education, the study traces how curriculum design, resource allocation, 

and the everyday discourse of schooling work together to narrow what emergent bilinguals 

are allowed to be in the classroom. The findings are not primarily about individual teachers. 

They are about the institutional structures that constrain what any teacher, however well-

intentioned, is able to do. 

A study conducted at a university in Islamabad reaches a related conclusion from a different 

direction. Foreign female students navigating unfamiliar languages, pedagogical cultures, and 

social environments report significant barriers to both academic performance and social 

integration. What the data describe is something closer to the structural absence of belonging: 

an institution that admits students without fully reckoning with what it would take for them 

to actually thrive there. Freire (1970) argued that education is never neutral, that it either 

domesticates or liberates. These two studies suggest a third possibility he may have 

underestimated: that it can simply leave people stranded. 
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What We Owe the Question 

The problems these articles describe are structural, historically rooted, and resistant to the 

kinds of interventions that journals are actually in a position to recommend. I am not going to 

pretend otherwise. What I think a journal can do is insist that certain questions be taken 

seriously, and refuse to let the geography of educational disadvantage disappear behind 

aggregate statistics or optimistic trend lines. 

Whose knowledge counts? The answer, right now, is not everyone’s. The articles in this issue 

document that with precision and care, across four countries and multiple levels of schooling. 

Wilson pulled objects out of storage in 1992 and forced a museum to reckon with what it had 

been keeping hidden. I think that is still a reasonable description of what good educational 

research does. The objects are still there. The question is whether we are willing to bring them 

out. 
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