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Editors’ Introduction
Welcome to the inaugural issue of Impact: A Journal of Community and Cultural Inquiry in
Education. Impact is a forum for a broad discussion on education, an outlet where students,
academics, practitioners, and the public can engage with a wide range of scholarly insights. As a
reflection of this mission, the journal defines education in its broadest sense: the transmission
and shaping of ideals, ideas, skills, dispositions, actions, and behaviors through both traditional
educational institutions—such as childcare, schools, colleges, and faith-based programs—and
non-traditional avenues—such as the media, art, and cultural customs.
In this first issue, Impact presents three articles, each addressing a different facet of
community and cultural inquiry in education. These include a look at teacher conceptions of
student voice in urban classrooms, teacher and parent perceptions of play and digital media use,
and civic learning in the punk rock community during the 1980s. This issue’s selections
represent only a small slice of the kinds of considerations, research, and implications that make
up the educational studies field. Thus, to broaden the journal’s discussion of inquiry in
education, we invite you to share your scholarship in future issues of Impact.
SUBMISSION GUIDELINES
1. Submit manuscripts to: impact_journal@emich.edu
2. Submission deadline for volume 1, issue 2: November 1, 2022.
3. By submitting a manuscript to Impact, the authors attest that the manuscript has been
submitted solely to Impact and has not been published before; the research in the manuscript has
met all ethical guidelines (e.g., Institutional Review Board, where applicable and legal
requirements of the study country).
4. Submit a signed copy of the publication agreement with the manuscript.
5. Length limits: 3,000-10,000 words.
6. Title page: include title of manuscript, author(s) name(s), an abstract of 100-200 words, 3-5
keywords, and contact information The author(s) name(s) should not appear on any other page of
the manuscript.
7. Submissions must adhere to APA, 7th edition and be fully proofread and edited prior to
submission.
8. Manuscripts must be submitted in .doc or .docx format (no pdf files).
9. Submissions will undergo internal editorial and external blind review. The final decision for
publication will be made by the editors of Impact.
Because of its wide-ranging scope, Impact: A Journal of Community and Cultural Inquiry in
Education aims to present scholarship in a clear narrative form that is accessible to an educated
audience. As such, the articles should be relatively free of jargon and analyses specific to a
particular subfield or methodology in educational studies.
Melissa Brooks-Yip
Christine Snyder
Eastern Michigan University
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Passing the Mic: Teachers’ Conceptions of Student Voice
in Urban Classrooms
Sharon E. Hopkins
Eastern Michigan University
In education there have been many reforms over the years that have asked teachers to be selfreflexive about their pedagogical practices as well as to develop their own articulation of the
true purpose of education. One such reform has been centered around the term “student voice.”
While there are many different theoretical interpretations and practical implementations of the
term, this study sought to identify how teachers in an urban setting conceive of the term, as well
as how they described their own facilitation in practice. This is particularly important for
traditionally marginalized students who often feel disempowered in school. Using Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) as an analytical framework, the researcher interviewed three urban
high school teachers and found that teachers believed that student voice had a larger purpose
beyond the classroom, student voice was essential for authentic student engagement and content
mastery, and that there were prerequisites that must exist in order to facilitate student voice. The
study revealed that more attention must be given to preparing teachers to engage in the
pedagogies that facilitate student voice and conversations on race, gender, and sexuality.
Keywords: Student voice, urban education, critical discourse analysis
“It's important for them to be heard in a world that they're not necessarily heard.”
Alisha, High School Social Studies Teacher
For the past several decades, many educational practitioners and researchers have advocated
for the increased use of “student voice” in classrooms (Lincoln, 1995; Kaba, 2000; Arnot &
Reay, 2007; Mitra & Serriere, 2012; Vaughan, 2020). The literature reveals that there are not
only different definitions for the term, but also different intended outcomes for its use within
individual classrooms and school communities (Fielding, 2004; Gonzalez et al., 2017; Hall,
2017). Cook-Sather (2006) offers a definition that captures the spirit of the term. She posited that
student voice “asks us to connect the sound of students speaking not only with those students
experiencing meaningful, acknowledged presence, but also with their having the power to
influence analyses of, decisions about, and practices in schools” (p. 363). Student voice also
involves a dissolution of hierarchical structures where the adults hold all decision-making power
about school culture, climate, and curriculum (Cheung et al., 2019).
In leveraging student voice, there are several desired outcomes. Some hope to increase
student engagement or build democratic skills, especially for marginalized students, while others
encourage its use to inform school policy. Most often, however, schools use student voice only
as a data source to glean information that is rarely used for school transformation. The
information gathered typically produces no meaningful policy changes and is not used to cocreate optimal learning environments most conducive to students’ needs (Taines, 2014). There is
also an untapped opportunity to use student voice in the classroom to provide students with the
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necessary language, leadership, and advocacy skills to deconstruct power relations and
oppressive structures in society (Mitra, 2018; Zion, 2020; Holquist & Walls, 2021).
Using Gee’s (2010) “Seven Building Tasks'' as an analytical framework, a Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) was conducted of teacher interview responses to answer the following research
questions:
1. How do teachers conceptualize the term “student voice?”
2. How do teachers perceive their own facilitation of student voice in their classrooms?
The purpose of this study was to examine the language that teachers use to describe their
understanding of the student behaviors that constitute “student voice” as well as what teacher
actions they believe are required to facilitate student voice in the classroom. The study provides a
heuristic for teachers to examine their own conception and enactment of student voice, as well as
critical action steps that will allow marginalized students to build learning partnerships with
teachers that will serve to build their advocacy skills to dismantle oppressive structures.
CONTEXT
Michael Fielding (2004b), described the range of activities that are enveloped in the broad
term “student voice.”
This includes such developments as peer support arrangements (e.g., buddying systems,
peer tutoring, peer teaching, circle time), systems that encourage and enable students to
articulate their views and see through appropriate changes (e.g., schools councils,
students on governing bodies, students on appointment panels for new staff—including
deputy heads and head teachers, ‘child-to-child’ initiatives, and students-as-researchers)
and a small but growing cluster of activities that encourage various forms of overt student
leadership (students as lead-learners and student-led learning walks) (p.199).
Over the past several decades, there has been an abundance of research conducted on teacher and
administrator conception and enactment of student voice within schools. Gonzalez, HernandezSaca, and Artiles (2017) found that between 1990 and 2010 published studies of student voice
were focused mostly on school improvement/reform efforts and increasing student academic
achievement outcomes. While the educational community at large has pushed for more student
voice in schools, there has been uneven application in schools due to some educators objecting to
the practices that are required to enact student voice (Taines, 2014). One study found that
teachers who welcomed student voice had inherently democratic attitudes toward teaching
practice and drew energy and inspiration from students, while other teachers who were “set in
their ways” did not do so because they felt uncomfortable (Black & Mayes, 2020). In addition to
a lack of comfortability, schools with historically marginalized students tend to allow less
student voice due to a hyperfocus on increasing standardized test scores (Sturges, 2015).
Despite the abundance of research on this topic, more attention needs to be devoted to the use
of student voice in educational settings for the purpose of equipping historically marginalized
students with new vocabularies around race, class, and gender, as well as how the classroom can
serve as a mini training ground to build student advocacy skills to dismantle oppressive
structures within and beyond schools. This study seeks to illuminate how teachers in an urban
setting working with marginalized students conceive of student voice and have been able to
operationalize that conception in their classrooms.
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METHODOLOGY
The methodology for this qualitative study included an analysis of teachers' conception of the
term “student voice,” and their perceptions of their own facilitation of student voice in their
classrooms. Semi-structured interviews were coded for themes within the Critical Discourse
Analytic framework to answer the research questions.
Analytical Framework
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is the analytical framework used to analyze participant
responses. CDA is a qualitative research method that focuses on the production and reproduction
of power, dominance, and inequality through the use of language, particularly as it relates to
social problems (Amousou, & Allagbe, 2018). CDA not only interprets texts but also offers an
explanation of why and how those particular discourses produce power and subjugation.
While there are many prominent CDA scholars (Van Dijk, 1993; Fairclough, 2011; Van
Leeuwen, 2008), this study focused on the “Seven Building Tasks” as defined by James Paul
Gee (2010). These tasks are tools designed for discourse analysts to discover what social and
political figured world is being created through text and talk. Gee postulated that the figured
world is a simplified world that captures what is accepted as typical or normal in particular
sociocultural or sociopolitical contexts. This figured world is so ingrained in people’s way of
knowing and being that it often stands in the way of transformative change.
Reforms just do not seem ‘normal’ or ‘right’ or ‘the ways things should be.’ For example,
today it is not uncommon that young children can teach adults things about digital
technology, but the child teaching and the teacher learning violates our typical story. It
also violates the values and structures of authority this typical story incorporates (Gee,
2011, p.43).
Therefore, Gee’s Seven Building Tasks are ways in which reality is constructed or destroyed
through language. Those seven tasks include: significance, activities, identities, relationships,
politics, connections, and sign systems. Each task involves particular foci for discourse analysts
to examine. This study will focus on the Significance, Activities (Practices), and Relationship
Building Tasks.
Significance
This Building Task is the way in which people use language to render things both significant
and insignificant, but also to signal to others how to view their significance. The discourse
analysis question associated with this task is: How is this piece of language being used to make
certain things significant or not and in what ways? In this task, interview responses were
analyzed to determine what student behavior teachers deemed as evidence of student voice in a
classroom setting and what student behavior they deemed as desirable.
Activities (Practices)
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According to Gee (2010), activities or practices refer to a “socially recognized and
institutionally or culturally supported endeavor that usually involves sequencing or combining
actions in certain specified ways” (p. 17). The discourse analysis question associated with this
task is: What practice (activity) or practices (activities) is this piece of language being used to
enact (i.e., get others to recognize as going on)? The researcher coded the teacher responses to
find the specific activities that students and teachers partake in that teachers perceive as an
enactment of student voice.
Relationship Building
The last task that this study focused on was the Relationship Building Task. Gee explained
that “We use language to signal what sort of relationship we have, want to have, or are trying to
have with our listener(s), reader(s), or other people, groups, or institutions about whom we are
communicating” (p.18). The discourse analysis question associated with this task is: What sort of
relationship or relationships is this piece of language seeking to enact with others (present or
not)? The researcher then examined the participant responses to determine what words they used
to describe their relationships with students including descriptions of the power dynamics within
the classroom.
Data Collection
Participation was solicited via email asking teachers to participate in the interview. Purposive
sampling was used to identify educators with at least three years of teaching experience since
more experienced teachers generally have a better command of their classroom culture and
climate and would be more likely to participate in the study but also to give more insight into
their pedagogical practices. Additionally, the chosen participants had a reputation in their schools
for having strong classroom management and positive relationships with their students. Teachers
were interviewed during the Fall of 2021 using open-ended questions allowing teachers to define
student voice and explain in what ways they facilitate student voice in their classrooms. The
interviews were recorded on a videoconferencing platform, transcribed, and coded to identify
themes from Gee's Seven Building Tasks. Participation was completely voluntary, and
participants were not compensated in any way.
Participants
All three participants were public charter school teachers in a large urban city who teach
students in grades 9-12 who are predominantly African-American. In addition to their content
classes, each teacher also facilitates a thirty-minute class daily where they serve as a mentor for
students discussing various topics including college and career readiness, teen issues, and socialemotional health.
Khadeem
Khadeem has taught both middle and high school students in several school districts. His
most recent teaching position was teaching chemistry at an art and design high school. He is an
African American male in his mid-thirties.
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Alisha
Alisha has worked in urban middle and high schools for the past seventeen years, teaching
various social studies courses including American History, Government, Economics, and others.
Her current teaching position includes teaching a seminary course which serves as a college
preparatory writing course, policy debate, and Advanced Placement United States History.
Alisha is a woman in her mid-forties and of Indian ancestry whose parents were first generation
immigrants.
Danielle
Danielle has taught high school English Language Arts for the past twelve years at various
urban and suburban schools. She currently teaches ninth graders and Yearbook, which is a mixed
grade elective course. She is an African American woman in her thirties.
Researcher Positionality
Any research endeavor requires that the research acknowledge and reflect upon their own
positionality and how it will inevitably impact the work. There are certain assumptions about
human nature and agency that each individual researcher carries with them as a part of their
world view (Chiseri-Strater, 1996; Bahari, 2010; Marsh, et al. 2017).
Positionality is normally identified by locating the researcher within three areas: (1) the
subject under investigation, (2) the research participants, and (3) the research context and
process . . . . Some aspects of positionality are culturally ascribed or generally regarded
as being fixed, for example, gender, race, skin-color, nationality. Others, such as political
views, personal life-history, and experiences, are more fluid, subjective, and contextual
(Holmes, 2020).
As an African American woman who is employed by the district where this research was
conducted, I must acknowledge that I had a vested interest in better understanding how
traditionally marginalized students’ teachers conceive of those students’ role in the classroom
and how they attempt to amplify their voice. The purpose of this research then was to not only
narrate this phenomenon but to bring awareness to how underserved students can be better
equipped to make their own schooling experiences more responsive to their needs, as well as to
tackle the oppression that they face outside of the schoolhouse. The participants that were
interviewed for this study were teachers within the district, but not those who are directly
evaluated or supervised by the researcher.
RESULTS
Using the Critical Discourse Analysis Framework (CDA) two major themes were revealed.
Each participant identified the “why” or rationale for student voice being important in schools, as
well as key elements they believed were essential for fostering student voice in the classroom.
Each participant’s audio transcript was reviewed to determine the words and phrases that were
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used to render things both significant and insignificant, the language they used to describe the
relationships they have or want to have with their students, as well as the activities they
identified as being a part of their own facilitation of student voice.
Significance: The Purpose of Student Voice and Key Elements for Fostering Student Voice in
the Classroom
Power and Agency
The data showed that two out of the three teachers specifically stated that they wanted
students to have “power” in their classrooms. This goal of empowering students is important as
many traditionally marginalized students of color enter schools feeling disempowered about their
ability to adhere to the accepted white ways of being and knowing. They are constantly
bombarded with narratives about the poor quality of their schools and negative statistics about
students of color. To mitigate this, many teachers intentionally create structures and practices
that empower students. Prilleltensky, Nelson, and Pierson (2001) described student
empowerment as a process by which students gain the power needed to meet their individual
needs and to work with others to achieve collective goals. There are some key teacher beliefs
that must be present in order to facilitate this process. First, a shift in mindset about the power
dynamics that should exist within a school must occur. Educators must believe that power and
responsibility for educational practice must be shared with students (Cook & Sather, 2020).
Additionally, teachers must believe that students’ opinions are as important as their own
opinions, key decisions about the course are made in collaboration with the students, and
students have specific roles within the classroom (Kirk et. al, 2017).
Alisha articulated that she wanted her students to have agency and power in her classroom.
“[Student voice] gives them some form of agency and [they’re] able to advocate for themselves,
they have their own perspectives and their own perceptions.” Khadeem also identified advocacy
as an important goal that he had for his students. He explained, “I say [it] is important to
advocate for themselves . . . . So, if something went wrong between them and another student,
speak up, use your voice to advocate for yourself in a way.” Danielle applied her belief that
students must learn how to advocate for themselves in the classroom as a goal for her students
that extends to society writ large. “Leadership skills are the number one thing that we as teachers
are trying to get our students to exude basically so when they get out of high school they’ll be
able to, you know, function as a normal status society.”
The belief that classrooms should serve as a training ground to teach students the skills to
interact in a democratic society has been articulated as a goal of schools since free public
education was instituted. In 1903, educational philosopher John Dewey emphasized the
importance of schools in carrying out the democratic principles of the United States. “How can
we justify our belief in the democratic principle elsewhere, and then go back entirely upon it
when we come to education?” (Dewey, 1903, p. 197). Training students to advocate for
themselves and understand the principles of true democracy is important for all students but
particularly important for traditionally marginalized students. Revolutionary educator and
philosopher, Paulo Freire described how educators of oppressed students must use liberatory
educational practices to equip students to free themselves from their subjugated positions.
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Problem posing education, as a humanist and liberating praxis, posits as fundamental that
the people subjected to domination must fight for their emancipation. To that end, it
enables teachers and students to become Subjects of the educational process by
overcoming authoritarianism and an alienating intellectualism; it also enables people to
overcome their false perception of reality. The world,—no longer something to be
described with deceptive words, becomes the object of that transforming action by men
and women which results in their humanization. Problem posing education does not and
cannot serve the interests of the oppressor. No oppressive order could permit the
oppressed to begin to question: Why? (Freire, 1970, p.59).
Alisha even asserted that students should use their voices to articulate to administrators’
school-wide changes that they would like to make. “Students should use their voice in every
aspect, in the classroom, outside of the classroom, when it comes to their peers, and when it
comes to admin.” In this regard, Khadeem and Danielle did however identify some limitations
for how they believe students should use their voices in school. Khadeem explained that there
was a “left way and a right way.” Danielle described this limitation.
I believe that student voice is important. They should use it to the best of their ability
within good reason, as long as they’re respectful and as long as their . . . use of their
voice is for the greater good of their education, I feel like they should be able to use it as
long as it's like you know if they feel like the teacher is being biased towards them.
Despite teachers placing parameters on how far students should go when using their voice, all
three teachers held the fundamental belief that students should hold power within their
classrooms and begin to build advocacy skills for themselves which was identified as a
significant purpose of maximizing student voice in the classroom.
Requisite for Learning
Another key theme illuminated in the data was the notion that each teacher believed that
student voice is a requisite for learning. For example, Danielle explicated her belief that student
voice is an integral component for a teacher to leverage to truly assess student learning of content
and must be considered when planning a lesson beginning with thinking about the learning
outcome for students.
I cannot prepare a lesson without thinking about the outcome for students, not just the
outcome of the lesson, not just the outcome of like what if the students don’t understand
it and they’re not able to voice that back to me then there’s no point . . . . [When I] plan,
the goal is for students to not only master the learning target or the standard that is given
by the state, but you want them to be able to articulate [their learning]. I have to learn
how to create questions that are open -ended for students to answer, instead of closedended questions. I have to make sure that there are several opportunities within a block
schedule that’s a two-hour class for students to speak so they don't fall asleep.
Similarly, Khadeem posited that student voice is necessary for individual student learning not
only for the classroom, but also for the real world.
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Students must speak up [and] use [their] voice to demonstrate [their] capacity, which you
know, and also to invite [their] peers to demonstrate what they know . . .ultimately [I’m]
giving students voice by allowing them to talk literally audibly and them doing the
research for themselves to understand what that really looks like for themselves, what
does that mean for me, what do I want to see, and then position them to do with real life,
real world learning.
He continued to argue that not only is dedicated time for student discussion within a lesson a
crucial component of learning, but that in his personal research, it is supported by neuroscience.
He explained that “there are some great books that explain how the neurobiology of the brain
that helps you understand the importance of talk.” The discourse of a future desired state where
students engage in this type of talk and advocacy was threaded throughout his responses.
Furthermore, Alisha identified the use of the “claim, evidence, reasoning” argumentation
structure in her classes to allow students to freely express their feelings on a multitude of topics
as long as they can “back it up with evidence and explain how [they] got there.” Ultimately, all
three teachers believed that in order to truly assess if their students have mastered the standards
and skills required of their subject area, they must audibly hear students articulate those new
understandings.
Relationship Building
Yet another theme that was present throughout each teacher’s responses to multiple questions
was the idea that building strong positive relationships with students is a prerequisite for not only
fostering student voice but learning in general. Participants used words like “relationships,”
“trust,” “respect,” and “safe space” to describe their classroom management philosophies and
how they wanted their classrooms to feel.
Alisha: I do not come in hard with my goal or not my goal, my rules and whatnot. It is a
safe space and answer, how you feel as long as you can back it up with evidence, explain
how you got there, it is a very safe space.
Khadeem: Definitely relationships first and what I mean by that is I position myself in
my students to build a rapport, like who are you as an individual who has you as a person.
We establish a bit of trust, and from that I use that trust as a way to say hey there’s been a
break in a relationship. We’ve established like this learning partnership.
Danielle: I use what the students have told me in the past as a way in which to discipline
them, like you know I’ve established relationships. It’s like they know that it’s all love.
Activities (Practices)
While teachers described their beliefs about how they would like to interact with their
students and the larger rationale for why student voice matters in their classrooms, they also
identified specific activities and practices that they use to facilitate student voice. The two
prominent discourses used were “student choice” and “student-led discussion.”
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Choice in Content and Process
Danielle: I differentiate opportunities for leadership. There are specific roles that students
may have to take on, yes I assigned the roles as in what you need to do in the group, but
they have the autonomy to choose who’s doing what, [and] who’s saying what…I’ve had
instances where students are allowed to choose their own text or I’ve given them options
which text would we like to read next or how should we go about it.
Khadeem: Let’s say I’m going to assess the students; I try to make sure that I have at
least four types of assessments that are formative.
Alisha: [I’m] giving them a voice to because they’re allowed to pick you know which
angle they want to take on it.
The practices of the teachers in this study have proven to yield positive outcomes for students.
Patall, Harris and Wynn (2010) found that students reported feeling more interested in
completing their homework when they were given a choice between two assignments of the
same difficulty and scored higher on unit tests when given consistent choices within the unit.
Student-Led Discussion
All three teachers identified student-led discussion as a primary component for amplifying
student voice in their classrooms.
Khadeem: I consider myself the facilitator…even if it’s not in the curriculum I need to
bring that to life, so that they feel like the learning experience is worth their time so that’s
one way.
Danielle: Students are allowed to facilitate our discussions themselves so therefore a lot
of students are given leadership roles when it comes to class discussion. I don’t control
the class or move the discussion; they facilitate it on their own and set it up.
Alisha: And now that we’ve done all this research and all these readings and whatnot,
now they’re able to have these discussions on their own, so the groups who have a similar
solution to that question are basically facilitating the conversations on their own which is
why it’s important so they’re kind of like just learning off of each other.
When asked for a specific example of how they have facilitated student-led discussions
regarding race, gender, and sexuality, each teacher gave an example of allowing students to
discuss recent trials regarding extrajudicial killing of Black people or Black Lives Matters
supporters.
Khadeem: If there’s something going on in the world as it pertains to the racial tension,
the current context around [a] trial, the kids will come in and want to talk about those
things. I create space for it, and if there is something that we need to focus on
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academically I say hey we need to pause, but in the last 15 minutes we’re going to come
back to that.
Danielle: Rittenhouse, yes Rittenhouse, we talked about that and they were very angry
and they were very upset and they compared it to others, such as Trayvon Martin.
Alisha: They discuss things that they thought [were] wrong from [the] criminal justice
system.
Notably absent from the teachers’ responses was any mention of how they have specifically
facilitated discussions around gender and sexuality. This is consistent with one study that found
that students longed to discuss issues of gender equality and diversity more often at school but
were given fewer opportunities to do so (Keisu & Ahlstom, 2020).
LIMITATIONS
The study is limited in that only high school teachers at one charter school were interviewed.
Additionally, all three participants were veteran teachers in a school district where the researcher
works. The study could benefit from expanding the participants to include elementary, middle,
and novice teachers in different contexts including traditional public, parochial, and independent
schools, as well as suburban and rural schools.
IMPLICATIONS
The purpose of this study was to determine how teachers working in an urban setting
conceptualize the term “student voice,” and how they perceived their own facilitation of student
voice in their classrooms. The outcomes show that veteran high school teachers working in an
urban environment with a predominantly African American student body believe that student
voice should be amplified in classrooms to provide students a chance to become empowered in
school, build advocacy skills for the real world, and demonstrate learning of content and skills. A
prerequisite to being able to foster student voice is the teacher intentionally building strong
relationships with students so that the classroom is a safe space to take intellectual risks and
discuss controversial topics. Additionally, teachers conceive of student voice facilitation to
include student choice and student-led discussion, both planned and unplanned. While teachers
indicated that they had easily facilitated discussions of race, there was no mention of gender and
sexuality discussions within the classroom. Many adults tend to feel more comfortable
discussing issues of race and less so discussing issues related to the lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and non-binary identifying people, even those who are minorities themselves. One
major reason for teachers not discussing gender and sexuality in the classroom is because of fear
of parental backlash (Sieben, & Wallowitz, 2009; Thein, 2013; Hermann-Wilmarth, & Ryan,
2019). Furthermore, none of the teachers really indicated how students should engage in shared
decision making with administrators to change the school system, nor specific projects they
might engage in outside of school where those advocacy skills might be utilized in the present,
not some distant future. This is indicative of many schools’ practice of soliciting student voice
for to appear inclusive but in actuality students having little impact on transformational changes
within the school (Taines, 2014).
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Teachers who are interested in fostering student voice in their classrooms in a meaningful
way should do the following: 1) plan lessons that allow student choice in content and in the
process for how to complete assignments; 2) during instruction, facilitate both structured and
unstructured student-led discussion; 3) intentionally plan for discussions of race, gender,
sexuality.
School administrators who would like to foster school-wide student voice should: 1) allow
teachers to deviate from the written curriculum and strict standards of pacing to allow teachers to
facilitate student-led discussions; 2) ensure that students of all ability levels are at the table when
school-wide decisions are being made not solely for input afterward; 3) provide in-service
professional development for teachers to learn specific strategies for building relationships with
students and facilitating student-led discussions, specifically focused on gender and sexuality.
Higher education institutions should: 1) ensure that coursework includes learning experiences
that model the type of power dynamics that the is truly indicative of a classroom of shared power
among teacher and students; teach ways for pre-service teachers to facilitate discussions on
gender and sexuality as well as how to support LGBTQIA students; 2) provide pre-service
teachers with more clinical experiences that require them to regularly interact with the student
populations they will be serving prior to the end of program internship, and practice the
relationship-building strategies they have learned in classes; 3) require lesson planning exercises
to include a consideration of student voice.
Educational policy makers should also genuinely consult with students as they draft
legislation and policies that will impact young people. These recommendations in their totality
will allow educators to feel more comfortable with not only “passing the mic,” but also acting on
what their students tell them that they need and want. Additionally, students will be more
empowered to advocate for themselves and their communities in a way that will better society as
a whole.
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Teacher Versus Parent Perceptions of Children’s Imaginative
(Pretend) Play as an Avenue for Learning and the Implication
of Digital Media Use
Christine Snyder
Eastern Michigan University
This study explores teacher and parent perceptions of children’s imaginative (pretend) play as
an avenue for learning and the implication of digital media use. In this study, 100 teachers and
130 parents (n = 230) of one- to five-year-olds completed a survey expressing their views on
play, children’s exposure to digital media, and observations of children’s learning and
development. Observations of children’s learning and development focused specifically on
creativity, executive function skills, problem solving, and social interactions. Findings indicate
that generally parents and teachers value play, children have greater exposure to digital media
at home (versus school), and observations of children’s development vary between teachers and
parents. Varying degrees of exposure to media did not produce significant differences in
observations of children’s development, however, the function or purpose of media use was not
accounted for. This study represents a shared perspective among parents and teachers about the
value of play but varying implementation of media use.
Keywords: Early childhood, play, digital media, teachers, parents
For decades, there has been considerable debate about the rigor or methods of learning
facilitation in early childhood programs. While there is significant research connecting playbased learning to brain development as an essential approach for developing children’s desire
and ability to engage in future learning experiences, families often request that teachers in early
childhood programs provide more rigorous instruction in “academic” areas of learning. This
debate centers on perceived “kindergarten readiness” that may overlook essential long-term
educational and general life skills, often referred to as “soft skills.” These skills include (but are
not limited to) creativity, executive function skills, problem solving, and social awareness and
interactions. Adult value of play impacts the frequency and support of play that foster learning in
these areas (as well as exposure and support of academic skills such as math and writing).
Exploring adult perceptions of children’s imaginative play in connection to these areas will
inform teacher facilitation of play as well as family education opportunities.
Additionally, this study takes into consideration the role that frequency of exposure to digital
media (any type) can have on imaginative play. American Academy of Pediatrics guidance
significantly limits screen time in the early years of development, and it is known that most
families do not comply with those limits (Pappas, 2020). With the recent novel coronavirus
pandemic, there has been a considerable increase of digital media use both as an avenue for
learning but also to occupy or entertain children while childcare centers and schools have been
closed or at limited capacity. The time spent using digital media devices could have a long-term
impact on children’s well-being and development. Therefore, gathering context on frequency and
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type of media children are exposed to in home and school settings will inform how media
exposure and adult attitudes can impact children’s play and the aforementioned learning areas.
PURPOSE
The purpose of this study is to understand teacher and parent perceptions of children’s
imaginative play in connection to specific learning areas and exposure to media. The specific
learning areas emphasized in this study include problem solving skills, executive functioning
skills, creativity, and social skills.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Exploration of both play and digital media use among children under the age of five is
necessary and complex. To understand the connection between children’s play and use of digital
media, it is important to explore the existing research regarding the dynamics of exposure,
impact on children’s development, and the attitudes of key adults in children’s lives who make
decisions about children’s access to digital media and frequency of use. This review of literature
specifically focuses on these three components.
Impact of Digital Media Use and Exposure
In order to fully understand the impact of digital media use for children under five, careful
consideration must be given to the content children are exposed to, potential for learning, and the
habits formed from digital media use. Regarding content, one of the most common concerns is
children’s early exposure to violence or aggression. There are several studies addressing explicit
violence and aggression as well as recent advances in parental controls, but fewer for implicit or
indirect violence and aggression. In one study, the researchers found that indirect aggression was
fairly common in animated children’s films, and social exclusion was the most common type
portrayed. (Coyne & Whitehead, 2008). Recognizing the limited research on indirect aggression,
their focus allows us to carefully consider more subtle ways that children may be exposed to
aggressive behaviors in digital media and replicate those behaviors in their personal interactions
with peers. Specific concern lies both in the immediate and long-term impact of children’s
behavior and social skill development.
While digital media use may have limited positive impact on social skill development, there is
a shared perspective of many that digital media can be supportive of children’s learning.
Particularly in the recent pandemic, it may be a substitute for in-person learning or supplemental
when in-person learning is limited. In a comparison of views, teachers and parents expressed a
high degree of agreement concerning the role of technology and digital media in developing
child culture (Ihmeideh & Alkhawaldeh, 2017). Findings suggested that parents consider media
to have some benefit to learning but less value than physical play (Elson, Matthews & Jirout,
2021). In contrast, teachers who frequently use digital technology are more reluctant to engage in
social activities (Ihmeideh & Alkhawaldeh, 2017). While digital media use can have some
positive impact on children’s learning, it is also important to recognize the limitations regarding
age and developmental appropriateness, adult support, and indirect impacts on development.
In addition to the limitations of developing appropriate social and emotional interactions,
there is also a concern for the habits formed from regular exposure to various forms of media.
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Children under the age of five are in a phase of rapid brain development, securing pathways for
thinking, as well as responding and relating to others. Early experiences impact the way children
think and behave, establishing habits and shaping creativity or open-mindedness. Limited
research exists in this area connecting media exposure and brain development. However, we
have some understanding of repeated exposure developing brain connections. In one study of
children ranging from two to five years old, television advertising had a direct impact on brand
recognition and brand symbolism (Watkins et al., 2016). This demonstrates that at an early age,
children’s repeated exposure to content in digital media does have a lasting impact including
loyalty, familiarity, and imitation. As there is an increase in children’s exposure to advertising
and subsequent concerns about the impact this has on young children’s thinking and wellbeing
(Watkins et al., 2016) ongoing research will be necessary.
Children’s Play, Learning, and Development
Engagement in research about children’s development provides greater understanding of how
children play, learn, and grow. There are many relevant elements and angles to approach our
understanding of young children as development is complex and integrated. Specifically, this
review samples some of these factors by considering differences in gender, experiences in
pretend play, social trends in play, and development in learning domains.
As gender stereotypes are often reinforced in social and learning settings, it is valuable to
consider the relevance of this element of children’s play. In same-gender peer play, boys more
actively participated in social pretend play than did girls (Choi & Ohm, 2018). The more boys
participated in pretend play with same-gender peers, the less likely they were to take part in
groups involving girls (Choi & Ohm, 2018). For girls, the more they participated in pretend play
with same-gender peers, the more they also participated in pretend play with opposite and
mixed-gender peers (Choi & Ohm, 2018). The researchers concluded that a preference for samegender peers gets weaker for girls in late early childhood whereas it increases for boys at this age
(Choi & Ohm, 2018). Children showed a tendency to choose their own gender across all toys and
media (Elson, Matthews & Jirout, 2021). Children’s gender was not a factor in children’s social,
rough, and solitary-passive play behavior (Rentzou, 2014). As understanding and reinforcement
of gender identity and expression continues to develop, it is necessary to continue exploring how
this influences the attitudes of both children and adults and the impact it has on children’s
learning and play experiences.
Play style is another important element of children’s learning and develop that is impacted by
experiences. This can include but is not limited to factors affecting problem solving skills,
engagement or willingness to interact with others, in both the short and long term. The authors in
one study acknowledged the overlap in exposure to aggression in digital media, the formation of
“scripts” that develop in early childhood for social interactions, and the importance of
considering the long-term social factors (Coyne & Whitehead, 2008). Additionally, social and
non-social play styles were affected by playfulness (Rentzou, 2014) or ease with which very
young children engaged in play with others. The social skills developed in early childhood are
important areas of growth and learning.
Understanding the role that play has in development should include a focus on specific types
of play and areas of children’s development and learning. Children naturally engage in a variety
of types of play, each supporting development in different ways. In one study focusing
specifically on pretend play, the researchers identified that imaginative play was related to
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divergent thinking and creative storytelling (Fehr & Russ 2016). In another study, researchers
extended this understanding by identifying that children’s learning from pretend play is selective
to the extent that it conflicts with existing knowledge. That is, children applied concepts from the
pretend scenario to the questions about lorises but did not to cats when it conflicted with prior
knowledge (pretend cats eat carrots, real cats do not) (Sutherland & Friedman, 2012). Further,
children readily view content enacted in pretend scenarios to extend to reality even when
explicitly given the chance to deny it (Sutherland & Friedman, 2012). Additionally, the more
varied pretend play components were, the better self-regulation was (Vieillevoye & NaderGrosbois, 2007). This notable benefit in the area of self-regulation occurred for both typically
developing children and in children with intellectual disabilities (Vieillevoye & Nader-Grosbois,
2007). While self-regulation develops well into the teen years, or even early adulthood, the
opportunity to support early development through play contributes to children’s academic and
life success.
Parent and Teacher Perceptions
Children’s growth and development is impacted by their experiences with the many adults in
their lives, primarily parents and teachers. For this reason, it is beneficial to explore parent and
teacher perspectives on the use of digital media, children’s play, and the types of interactions
with adults. Attitudes about play, digital media use and how adults support children in these
experiences all contribute to children’s exposure and development.
Findings in existing research suggest that parents consider digital media to have some benefit
to learning (Elson, Matthews & Jirout, 2021; Ihmeideh & Alkhawaldeh, 2017) but less value
than physical play (Elson, Matthews & Jirout, 2021). Parents’ attitudes toward screens resulted
in less time spent on media than physical play (Elson, Matthews & Jirout, 2021). Additionally,
parents held gendered beliefs about children’s preference for playing with spatial and non-spatial
toys (Elson, Matthews & Jirout, 2021) resulting in gender as a factor in play experiences offered
to children. Digital media use was higher as reported by parents as compared to teachers despite
shared perspective about the value of play over digital media use.
In one study, all teachers emphasized that technology and digital media had helped young
children improve their learning achievements (Ihmeideh & Alkhawaldeh, 2017). However,
despite the learning benefits, teachers also reported that young children who use tablets, watch
television, or use modern technologies are more reluctant to engage in social activities (Ihmeideh
& Alkhawaldeh, 2017). Therefore, there is a notable need for educators to be trained well in
order to be able to observe for and distinguish between different types of play and both social
and anti-social behaviors (Rentzou, 2014). Additionally, this emphasizes the importance of
careful decisions around the environment that could impact children’s engagement and social
interactions (Rentzou, 2014). Both environmental and social factors play a crucial role in
children’s learning and engagement.
In recognition of limitations of studying children at play, it is worth noting that social
interactions and relationships may have a significant impact on how children engage in play or
“perform” during research studies. For example, in one study during which children engaged in a
play skills intervention, the researchers specifically noted that children may not have been as
affected by the intervention when they were interacting with a new person as they would have
been playing with a familiar person (Fehr & Russ, 2016). Because the play was not facilitated by
the person who completed the assessment there was no connection between the adult’s
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understanding of a child’s play or development and the strategies used by the interventionist. In a
real learning or therapy interaction, the adult’s approach with a child would be specifically
tailored to the child’s needs and development. This would increase the likelihood that a child is
receiving focused scaffolding in areas where needed rather than repetition in areas that have been
mastered. This underscores the value of relationship in children’s learning experiences.
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
There is valuable research on the use of digital media, play as an avenue for learning, and
differences in teacher and child perceptions about children’s development. The framework for
this study combines these three bodies of work to examine the correlation between each. Given
that learning and development is integrated, ongoing, and supported by many adults in a child’s
life, it is necessary for the same complex approach to be taken to fully understand the context in
which children learn.
Conceptual Framework: Digital Media Use, Play, Adult Perceptions and Children’s Learning
and Development
Digital
media use
creativity

Play as an
avenue
for
learning

Parent vs.
teacher
perceptions

Children’s
learning and
development

Executive
Function
skills
Problem
solving

Social
awareness

QUESTIONS, HYPOTHESES, AND VARIABLES
Questions
Following the review of literature and development of the conceptual framework, the research
sought to answer two key questions. First, what are the similarities and differences among
teacher and parent perceptions of very young children’s imaginative play as an avenue for
learning and development in the areas of creativity, executive function skills, problem solving,
and social awareness? Second, does exposure to digital media correlate with attitudes about play
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and very young children’s learning and development in the areas of creativity, executive function
skills, problem solving, and social awareness?
Hypotheses
H1a: Teachers place higher value on imaginative play [than parents] and therefore very young
children are provided with more time in play experiences in childcare and less time interacting
with digital media.
H1b: Parents place lower value on imaginative play [than teachers] and therefore very young
children spend less time at home in imaginative play and more time interacting with digital
media.
H1c: Teachers will observe greater frequency of observed skills [than parents] in the
following areas: children’s creativity, executive functioning skills, problem solving, and social
awareness.
H2: The more exposure very young children have to digital media, the less observed
demonstration of skills and ability in the following areas: children’s creativity, executive
functioning skills, problem solving, and social awareness
Variables
In this study, the independent variable is the adult perceptions of imaginative play. There are
two independent variables here as teachers and parents were surveyed separately. The dependent
variables children’s opportunities for imaginative play experiences and learning in the following
areas: social awareness, executive functioning skills, problem solving, and creativity.
DESIGN
This study entailed a nearly identical survey of two groups (parents and teachers) using a
convenience sample. The survey had seven sections and 32 multiple-choice questions. The
benefits of the survey method are not time-consuming, low risk for participants, and virtually no
mortality because it is completed only once. The challenges of the survey method are that it does
not allow for participants to elaborate on their experiences, without an incentive people may not
want to participate, and it may be difficult to recruit a balanced number of participants in each
group.
SAMPLING PLAN AND SAMPLE
To be eligible to participate in this study, respondents had to be either parents or teachers of
children aged one to five. Many participants were recruited from childcare centers but enrollment
or employment in a childcare program was not a requirement. Recruitment included a
convenience sample of teachers/caregivers by an email request to five multi-site
childcare/preschool organizations, social media posts in teacher groups, and snowball sampling
via encouragement of participants to share with other teachers with a target of 10-200
participants.
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This method of distribution and recruiting allowed for easy participation and no-expense
access to participants. However, this approach limited representation of demographics and posed
a missed opportunity for a parallel study of parents and teachers of the same children.
Final participation included 100 teacher respondents and 130 parent respondents. Teachers
were 98% female and 2% male; 4% Latino/a; 83% white; 8.5% black or African American; 2%
Asian. Teachers’ ages included 11% 16-25 years old, 26.4% 26-35 years old, 28.3% 36-45 years
old, 21.7% 46-55 years old, and 12.3% 56 years or older. Regarding teacher education, 7.5% had
a high school diploma or GED, 17% had an associate’s degree, 39.6% had a bachelor’s degree,
35% had a master’s degree. Teacher experience included 17.9% had 0-5 years, 25.5% 6-10
years, 10.4% 11-15 years, 13.2% 16-20 years, 14.2% 21-25 years, and 18.9% had 26 or more
years of experience. Teacher roles included 2% nannies or home visitors, 4% home day care
providers, 27.4% public school teachers, 51.9% childcare center teachers, and 17% indicated
their role was “other” or not listed.
The parent group was 94.6% female, 3.8% male, and 1% non-binary or gender fluid. Four
percent of parents were Latino/a, 92.2% white, 4.7% black or African American, and 1.6%
Asian. Parent ages included 4.6% 16-25 years old, 47.7% 26-35 years old, 45.4% 36-45 years
old, 1% 46-55 years old, and 1.5% were 56 years or older. Regarding parent education, 7.8% had
a high school diploma or GED, 6.2% had an associate degree, 33.3% had a bachelor’s degree,
40.3% had a master’s degree and 12.4% had a doctoral degree. Of families who responded,
33.3% had 1 child, 41.1% had 2 children, and 25.6% had 3 or more children. Children’s primary
learning setting included 35.4% at home with a parent, other family member, or nanny; 5.4%
home day care, 30.8% childcare center, 21.5% public school, and 6.9% “other.”
INSTUMENTATION AND PROCEDURES
Participants completed an online survey with 32 (parents) or 31 (teachers) questions. This
occurred one time only and took about 10 minutes to complete. Following completion of the
survey, the subject’s participation in the study was complete. The data collection tool used for
this study gathered demographic information, time spent using digital media, attitudes about
play, and questions regarding observations of learning. The levels of time using media were
established based on the American Academy of Pediatrics guidelines for screen time for children
0-5 years old. Questions for the four sections were established based on established constructs,
developmental checklists, and screenings for toddler and preschool-aged children. Specific
questions were narrowed based on existing research studies and worded to be observable by
parents and teachers.
Levels were established to allow for generalized observation by the participants that could be
assigned values of 1-5 for scoring and analysis purposes. Section one collected demographic
information, assigned numerical values for analysis purposes only, bearing no rank or value.
Section two collected information by ranges of time. Section three collected information
regarding attitudes about play through “not important,” “somewhat important,” and “never
important” choices. Sections four-seven asked participants to indicate the frequency of observing
a specific behavior of children: “never,” “rarely,” “sometimes,” “often,” or “always”; numerals 1
(low) through 5 (high) were assigned to the responses, accordingly.
The strength of this survey is the questions about media use because there are set, researchbased metrics for digital media use among children that are supported and accepted by the field
as recommended by the American Academy of Pediatrics. In contrast, the questions regarding
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observations of children’s learning, while based on multiple theories or frameworks, do not carry
the same concrete agreement in the early childhood education field. There are various iterations
of how social skills, problems solving skills, creativity, and executive functioning skills can be
observed and measured. Additionally, those construct questions may be limited by subject beliefs
and interpretation of what’s being asked.
Regarding consistency, participants are likely to respond consistently about their beliefs and
since the survey is completed only once, it is unlikely participants will respond differently from
beginning to end or change their beliefs while they are completed the survey. There could be
great variations in the observation questions given that participants were not trained on
objectively observing children and observations may vary based on when/where participants
observe their children, how much they understand what they are observing, and how much time
they spend observing their children.
Generalizability is limited to overlapping demographics and context in which children play
and are observed. The adult value of play, opportunities for children to play, and observations of
play may vary greatly depending on setting, experience, and cultural/community context.
Therefore, results may be strongest at indicating perceptions and outcomes where those factors
are similar.
Due to the format of the tool and distribution method described above, participation may also
have been limited based on subject characteristics such as vocabulary comprehension, reading
ability, English language fluency. The tool was written with simplified language to be accessible
for a range of these factors. The tool is written in English but could be completed with support
from a translator or a translation application.
Regarding instrumentation, the survey is digital so people without technology or who have
limited ability using technology may not have had access to participate. Given the method of
recruitment and distribution, this issue could not be controlled.
The location in which participants completed the survey or observed their children may also
pose a threat to validity. While the survey is brief, distractions or interruptions may have
impacted a participant’s ability to read the questions for comprehension or carefully consider
their responses. Additionally, where a participant took the survey may impact their responses
related to their child’s experience—actively observing, answering from memory, etc. (at home
with their children, at work, while their child is playing, while their child is watching TV, etc.)
Given the method of recruitment and distribution, this issue could not be controlled.
Subject or participant attitude may also pose a risk to validity as teachers or parents may have
felt defensive about how their answers may be perceived by others, particularly the amount of
TV or other use of digital media. This may have been particularly true if the participants were
familiar with the researcher or the researcher’s prior work on the value of play and limiting the
use of digital media with young children. Given the method of recruitment and distribution, this
issue could not be fully anticipated or controlled.
DATA ANALYSIS PLAN
To analyze the data in connection to the research questions and hypotheses, the questions and
variables were entered into a question and analysis chart indicating the question, independent
variable, dependent variable, method of analysis, and the result. The software used to run the
analyses was SPSS from IBM. Each question was broken down into five separate hypotheses to
test for and examine the role and exposure components but also to understand the subscales for
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each of the four constructs: social awareness, creativity, problem solving, and executive
functioning skills. A correlation analysis was used to determine the degree to which two factors
were related. Mann-Whitney U tests were also used to determine any difference in a dependent
variable for two independent groups. For both analyses, significance is considered 0.05 or less.
Table 1: Question and Analysis Chart Imaginative Play: Teachers Versus Parents
Question

Ind. Variable Dep. Variable

Analysis

Resul
t

Q1: Do teachers and parents
perceive children’s
imaginative play as an avenue
for learning and observe
evidence of development in
the areas of creativity,
executive function skills,
problem solving, and social
awareness?

Role
(teacher or
parent)

perceptions of children’s
imaginative play as an
avenue for learning
(Scale, 1-3)

Correlation

.034*

Creativity (ordinal, 1-5)

Mann Whitney
U

.050

executive function skills
(ordinal 1-5)

Mann Whitney
U

.013*

problem solving (ordinal
1-5)

Mann Whitney
U

.067

social awareness
(ordinal, 1-5)

Mann Whitney
U

.016*

Correlation

.227

Q2: Does exposure to digital
media relate to attitudes about
play and children’s learning
and development in the areas
of creativity, executive
function skills, problem
solving, and social
awareness?

(Nominal;
1,2)

Exposure to Attitudes about play
digital media
(Scale; 1-3)
(Scale, 1-3)
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Creativity (ordinal, 1-5)

Correlation

.245

executive function skills
(ordinal, 1-5)

Correlation

.512

problem solving (ordinal,
1-5)

Correlation

.067

social awareness
(ordinal, 1-5)

Correlation

.462

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level
RESULTS
Role and the Value of Play
To examine perceptions on the value of play between parents and teachers, the data was
analyzed using a correlation analysis. One hundred thirty parents (n= 130) and 100 teachers
(n=100) had agreement that play is very important to help children learn (n = 216, SD = .499)
and agreement that play is somewhat important to help children learn (n =13, SD = .376). See
table 3. Parents and teachers agree that play is important to children’s learning (n = 230, p <
.05). See table 2. Parents were slightly more likely than teachers to indicate that play is only
somewhat important, however the majority of both groups indicated play is very important. See
table 4.
Table 2: Correlations: Role and Importance of Imaginative (Pretend) Play to Help Children
Learn

Are you a teacher or a
parent?

Pearson
Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)

Are you a
teacher or a
parent?

How important is
imaginative (pretend)
play? [How important
is imaginative
(pretend play) to help
your child learn?]

1

-.140
.034*
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How important is
imaginative (pretend) play?
[How important is
imaginative (pretend play) to
help your child learn?]

N

230

229

Pearson
Correlation

-.140

1

Sig. (2-tailed)

.034*

N

229

229

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)
Table 3: Play is “Very Important” or “Somewhat Important”
How important is imaginative (pretend)
play? [How important is imaginative
(pretend play) to help your child learn?]

Mean

N

Std. Deviation

2

1.85

13

.376

3

1.55

216

.499

Total

1.56

229

.497

Notes: play is somewhat important (2) or very important (3)
Table 4: Crosstabulation of Teacher and Teacher Responses Regarding the Importance of Play
Are
you
teacher or
parent?

a 1
a
2

Total

2

3

Total

2

98

100

11

118

129

13

216

229

Notes: teacher (1) or parent (2); play is somewhat important (2) or very important (3)
Role and Observations of Learning
To analyze the role and observations of children’s learning in four content areas (problem
solving, creativity, social awareness, and executive functioning skills), the data was analyzed
using the Mann-Whitney U test. The null hypothesis for creativity was retained with a
significance of .050, indicating that there was no significant difference of observation by
teachers and parents of children’s creativity. The null hypothesis for executive functioning skills
was rejected with a significance of .013 indicating a difference in observations by teachers and
parents of children’s executive functioning skills in play. The null hypothesis for problem
solving was retained with a significance level of .067 indicating no significant difference in
observations by teachers and parents of children’s problem-solving skills in play. Finally, the
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null hypothesis for social awareness was rejected with a significance level of .016 indicating
differences in observations by parents and teachers of children’s social awareness in play.
Exposure to Digital Media
To analyze the results for role and children’s exposure to digital media use, an independent
sample Mann Whitney U test was used to specifically focus on the time children spent watching
TV or movies. There was a significant difference in time children spent watching TV or movies,
therefore the null hypothesis is rejected.
MEDIA EXPOSURE AND LEARNING
To analyze the impact of media exposure on learning in four areas (problem solving (PS),
creativity, social awareness, and executive functioning skills (EF)), Pearson correlation tests
were used to determine the degree to which factors were related. There was no significant
correlation between media exposure and any of the areas (creativity, p = .227; EF, p = .245; PS,
p
=
.512;
social
awareness,
p
=
.462).
See
tables
5-8.
Table 5: Correlations: Media Exposure and Creativity
Creativity

Pearson Correlation

Creativity

Media Exposure

1

.081

Sig. (2-tailed)

Media Exposure

.227

N

227

226

Pearson Correlation

.081

1

Sig. (2-tailed)

.227

N

226

229

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)
Table 6: Correlations: Media Exposure and EF
Media Exposure

Pearson Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)

Media Exposure

EF

1

-.077
.245
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EF

N

229

226

Pearson Correlation

-.077

1

Sig. (2-tailed)

.245

N

229

230

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)
Table 7: Correlations: Media Exposure and PS
Media Exposure

Pearson Correlation

Media Exposure

Problem Solving

1

-.044

Sig. (2-tailed)

Problem Solving

.512

N

229

225

Pearson Correlation

-.044

1

Sig. (2-tailed)

.512

N

225

226

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)
Table 8: Correlations: Media Exposure and Social Skills
Media Exposure

Pearson Correlation

Media Exposure

Social

1

.049

Sig. (2-tailed)

Social

.462

N

229

224

Pearson Correlation

.049

1

Sig. (2-tailed)

.462
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N
*Correlation

is

224
significant

at

225
the

0.05

level

(2-tailed)

DISCUSSION
Understanding the perceptions of parents and teachers, learning in various content areas and
the impact of exposure or use of digital media is complex. It is worth noting the similarities and
differences in attitudes about play, exposure to digital media use, and specifically observed
development in the areas of social skills and executive functioning skills (or as referenced in the
literature, “self-regulation,” with a slightly different definition, a similar reference to the set of
skills developing in the frontal lobe that help individuals manage behavior).
In this study, results mirrored the research outlined in the literature review reflecting that
parents and teachers agree about the value of play and similarly identified potential benefits of
digital media use. However, in the design of the instrument the definition or categorization of
digital media was unclear. There were two questions about digital media use, one about TV and
movies use and the other about tablets and computers use. While there are some exceptions (e.g.,
PBS), TV and movies are most often recreational for children under the age of five, tablets and
computers have a variety of functions and may sometimes be used for educational purposes.
Especially given the current context of the pandemic, many schools and programs have required
children to spend more time on digital devices. This is likely less common with the focused age
range of this study (one to five years old), but still potentially a relevant factor. This could skew
the results regarding media use if children are required to be online for multiple hours each day
as their primary learning environment. While some developmental outcomes could be directly
connected to time on digital media, noting the difference of type and whether use is optional or
required was smart feedback to consider for future related studies.
It was interesting to note that while parents and teachers shared views about play, the use and
exposure of digital media was different. This conflicted with the literature that showed parents
who valued physical play over digital media use reduced children’s use of digital media (Elson,
Matthews & Jirout, 2021). In this study, parent and teacher perceptions about play were similar
but children had greater exposure to media in the care of their parents.
The parent and teacher observations regarding social skills and executive functioning skills
aligned with the research on social skills decreasing following digital media use (Coyne &
Whitehead, 2008; Ihmeideh & Alkhawaldeh, 2017) and self-regulation skills increasing
following time spent in play (Vieillevoye & Nader-Grosbois, 2007). Parents did not observe the
same degree of social skills and executive functioning skills as did teachers which aligns with the
research as parents indicated that children had greater exposure to digital media in their care than
did teachers. While there are many factors that may relate to these outcomes, as noted below, it is
worth continuing to study this area both in the short term and long term to ensure the best
possible developmental outcomes for children.
Limitations
This study had multiple limitations that impacted how the results can be understood and
applied. Demographically, most participants were white women, which does not inherently
indicate any significance in attitude, media use, or children’s learning but does represent only a
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portion of the population. Regarding access to technology, this data was collected digitally and
therefore only included people with explicit access to digital technology, potentially having an
impact on the results. Additionally, the survey did not compare the number of digital devices or
frequency of children’s access to digital media. This would help demonstrate whether digital
media use is intentional or limited by opportunity.
In addition to the digital method of distribution, the sample population was limited to people
known/accessible to the researcher or one relationship or connection removed as this was a
snowball sampling. It is possible responses were not reflective of the broader community of
parents and educators for two reasons. First, given the limited degrees of separation between the
researcher and the participants, there may already be shared philosophy about how to teach or
care for children Second, given the researcher’s previously published work and role in the early
childhood community, it is possible people were more likely to respond in ways that the
researcher would approve of and may have been embarrassed or hesitant to respond honestly or
differently.
Implications
This study has two key implications. First, more research is needed to understand the impact
of digital media, specifically to understand the type or purpose of digital media use among
children. Additionally, given the results from this study and the information in the literature
review, it would be valuable to explore both the immediate/short-term impact as well as the longterm impact of digital media use. Considering the data on social skills and self-regulation, it
would be worth exploring if there are differences in the hours or days following intense digital
media use and/or if the differences are cumulative over time.
Second, replication of this study would be stronger with modifications. In this study, parents
and teachers had no identifiable connection to one another. Therefore, the children being
considered by the adults completing the survey were not the same; the teachers and parents were
considering their observations of different children. It would be valuable to pair educators and
parents of the same children. Given that the respondents were not trained in observing children’s
development, specifically the areas studied, the results would be more reliable and valid if
researchers observed children. Finally, as previously mentioned, it would be valuable to observe
children at various time frames after digital media use and after various lengths of time using
digital media.
Digital media has a growing presence in our society for social, recreational, and educational
purposes. Likewise, while early childhood programs broadly value play, the pressure to increase
educational content continues. Ongoing study of implications will guide parents and educators in
making informed, intentional, and beneficial decisions for children.
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Taking a Hard Left: Civic Learning, Radical Politics,
and Hardcore Punk in the 1980s
Paul J. Ramsey
Eastern Michigan University
This article examines the political dimensions of the art, literature, “zines,” music, and activism
of the American punk movement in the 1980s. The scene was dominated by far-Left views, which
were both taught and learned and, thus, served as an informal civic education for many young
people in the subculture.
Keywords: Civic education, anarchism, punk rock, popular culture
In the 1980s, teenagers and young adults in the United States created a new punk
movement—often referred to as American hardcore—that attempted to challenge the cultural
conservatism and neoliberalism that gained traction in the late 1970s. The punk scene of the
1980s—comprised of musicians, artists, writers, and a multitude of young activists—was
intensely political and, unlike the nihilism and hedonism of the older generation of punks in the
1970s, looked to anarchists and other radical political theorists for inspiration. This shift toward
radicalism in the 1980s did not only target American conservatism; this political turn also was a
hard left that took aim at mainstream liberals who, many radical punks believed, merely tinkered
around the edges of the status quo and offered no real liberation for the oppressed (Mattson,
2020; Blush, 2010). In 1982, for example, Peter Urban, a writer in the punk scene, commented
on punk’s radical roots when reflecting on the community’s support for and participation in the
so-called “White Night riots”—demonstrations against the lenient sentence for the murderer of
the gay political leader Harvey Milk—a few years earlier: “We were communists, socialists,
situationalists, anarchists. We were a threat” (Urban, 1982, p. 14). *
This new punk movement that coalesced in the 1980s provided many young people in
America with a civic education, an education in which teenagers and young adults learned the
tenets of radical politics. This exploration of the ways in which learning occurs outside of formal
educational institutions addresses Bernard Bailyn (1972) and Lawrence Cremin’s (1970, 1988)
decades-old critique of the history of education’s parochial focus on schooling (Gaither, 2003)—
a call to arms in the field that subsequently has been taken up by several educational historians
(e.g., Fass, 2007; Lauzon, 2010; Lauzon, 2011; Ramsey, 2015; Warren, 2005)—by examining
the political and educational dimensions of the art, literature, films, “zines,” and, most
importantly, music of the punk scene. As the folk musician and labor hero Joe Hill wrote over a
century ago: “A pamphlet, no matter how good, is never read more than once, but a song is
learned by heart and repeated over and over” (Hill, 1914/2015). Many of the punk songs of the
1980s were inundated with radical messages, and, like the labor songs from earlier generations,
were repeated over and over by the young people who learned their revolutionary ideas, such as
M.D.C.’s critique of schooling in “Church and State”: “Nationalism in school, perpetrating their
Early issues of Maximum Rocknroll were not paginated, but I have included page numbers when referencing the
magazine (page one being the cover) to better inform the reader.

*

Impact, Vol. 1, No. 1, Spring/Summer 2022

32
rule / Lying textbooks rant their patriotic slant / ‘Your country’s great,’ cry the church and state”
(M.D.C., 1982).
PUNK TURNS LEFT
The “first wave” of punk in the United States emerged in the mid-1970s, having adopted the
fast and stripped-down musical style of the proto-punk and garage rock bands of the late 1960s,
notably the Michigan-based bands the MC5 and the Stooges. The pioneering punk bands of the
1970s, such as the Ramones and X, explored the dark underbelly of American life—what John
Doe of X called the “realistic side”—and often had an anti-establishment message that resonated
with angsty teenagers (Spheeris, 1981; Stalcup, 2001). In 1977, for instance, the Ramones
released “Gimme Gimme Shock Treatment” on their second album Leave Home; Joey Ramone
sang: “I was feeling sick, losing my mind / Heard about these treatments by a good friend of
mine / He was always happy, smile on his face / He said he had a great time at the place / Peace
and love is here to stay and now I can wake up and face the day / Happy-happy-happy all the
time, shock treatment, I'm doing fine” (Ramones, 1977). Three years later, X—a Los Angelesbased punk band formed in the 1970s that occasionally shared a drummer with the Germs—
released the punk classic “Nausea” on which the female vocalist Exene Cervenka screamed:
“Today, you’re gonna be so sick, so sick / You’ll prop your forehead on the sink / . . . . For
lunch, that’s all you get to taste / Poverty and spit / . . . . Bloody red eyes go to nausea / Bloody
red eyes go to sleep” (X, 1980).
As rebellious as many of the 1970s punk bands in the U.S. were, most were not overtly
political (unlike some of their contemporaries in the U.K., especially the Clash). In the
documentary film The Decline of Western Civilization (1981), for instance, the Germs—
especially the band’s lead singer Darby Crash—appeared brazenly anti-intellectual, preferring
instead the nihilistic bliss of drugs, alcohol, and self-mutilation to thoughtful engagement.
Without a strong political ideology, this first wave of punk was not a serious threat to the social
mainstream because, record companies believed, it could be tamed or monetized (or both). Many
of the leading bands had contracts with major record labels, and the punk “look” was sold as the
latest fashion trend. Some of bands in the early punk scene, such as Blondie and the Go-Go’s,
were encouraged to smooth out the rough edges of their sound and were repackaged as “new
wave” or pop groups that had a much broader commercial appeal. Thus, by the end of the 1970s
and beginning of the 1980s, this apolitical and re-envisioned first wave of U.S. punk—i.e., “new
wave”—had been co-opted by the corporate music industry and easily fit into the “sex, drugs,
and rock and roll” hedonism that marked the arena rock of the same period (Spheeris, 1981;
Mattson, 2020; Stalcup, 2001).
The first wave of punk peaked at a time in which the nation was beginning to shift to the
political Right. Nothing symbolized this rightward turn more than the election of Ronald Reagan
in 1980, the political leader who championed the conservatives’ call to rein in the supposed
liberal excesses of the 1960s and early 1970s. In his inaugural address, Reagan famously stated
that “government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem,” an allusion to
his neoliberal agenda that, as he noted in another address, would undo the “punitive tax policies
and excessive and unnecessary regulations” placed on the corporate sector (Reagan, 1989, pp.
61, 79). At the Conversative Political Action Conference in 1981, Reagan again stated his
neoliberal agenda by noting how intellectuals like Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman
“shaped” his thoughts. At the same conference, he also hinted at his intent to intensify the Cold
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War and to promote an evangelical Christian worldview in the nation. In Reagan’s mind, the two
were interconnected since the Communist nations held onto a “Marxist vision” that was a “false
faith” and, thus, should be combatted. “Evil,” Reagan asserted, “is powerless if the good are
unafraid” (Reagan, 1989, pp. 96-99).
The new punk movement that started to emerge in the United States during the tail end of the
1970s and early 1980s partially drew musical inspiration from the first wave in the mid-1970s,
but, unlike the more apolitical older generation, became politically radicalized in opposition to
Reagan’s America. The opposition to Reagan and his policies even was reflected in some of the
bands’ names; Jodie Foster’s Army (J.F.A.), for instance, was a wink and a nod to the disturbed
John Hinkley, Jr., who shot Reagan in 1981 in an attempt, he stated, to impress Foster. The
radicalized punks of the 1980s—“teeny punks,” as they were derogatorily called—tended to be
younger than their predecessors, often teenagers in high school or young adults in college
(Mattson, 2020). The younger age of the second-generation punks was partially due to the
popularity of skateboarding among teenagers in the 1980s. Skate zines, notably Thrasher
Magazine, regularly promoted punk bands; in the August 1984 issue of Thrasher—largely
devoted to “skate rock”—the magazine published a laudatory review of a recent show featuring
the Faction, the Big Boys, and Jodie Foster’s Army and included a lengthy interview with J.F.A.
(Johnson, 1984). Because of their relative youth, inexperience, and political radicalism, bands
that were part of this new movement initially had difficulty booking shows at the venues that
their elders had played and, thus, were relegated to small clubs. The “teeny punks” also were
unable to garner the attention of major labels. In fact, no band of this generation had a record
deal with a major label until the Replacements and Hüsker Dü received offers in the mid- to late
1980s. Additionally, there had long been a semi-substantiated rumor that President Carter
requested that the music industry leaders shun the newer punk bands for fear that they might
radicalize the young people and create a revolutionary climate akin to the 1960s (Mattson, 2020;
Stalcup, 2001).
Yet, without pressure from adults trying to direct their artistic endeavors (large venue owners,
record company executives, etc.), these young punks created their own unique sound; the
musical style was much rawer and faster than earlier incarnations of punk and came to be
referred to as American hardcore (“hardcore” punk was a term first used by the Canadian band
D.O.A. that regularly toured in the U.S.). Without the assistance from adults, they also developed
their own movement, adopting what is now referred to as a do-it-yourself (DIY) ethic. In fact,
“do-it-yourself” was a common phrase in the anarchist literature of the 1970s and 1980s, the
literature from which the newer punks drew inspiration (Ward, 1973/2018, pp. 25, 106; Mattson,
2020). The musicians booked their own gigs (sometimes at house parties) and set up their own
tours. Shawn Stern from the band Youth Brigade founded the Better Youth Organization (BYO)
to establish a touring network across the U.S and Canada: “Then bands can travel around the
country, can find a BYO or similar organization, who would put them up, get them gigs. . . . The
whole purpose of this is [. . . that] the kids make the music, the kids come to shows, so the kids
should do it all on their own” (Maximum Rocknroll, 1983a, p. 21). Using that network of young
punks throughout North America, Youth Brigade and Social Distortion—most of the members of
the two bands were teenagers—organized a five-week tour in the U.S. and Canada in an old
school bus during the summer of 1982 (Mattson, 2020; Stalcup, 2001; Blush, 2010; D.O.A.,
1981; Small & Stuart, 1984).
As part of this DIY movement, the second generation of punks also formed its own
independent record companies. Members of the Dead Kennedys (DK), Black Flag, and Minor
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Threat formed Alternative Tentacles, SST Records, and Discord Records, respectively, and
signed numerous other bands to these independent record labels (including D.O.A.). In the
Northwest, members of Beat Happening started K Records, and affiliates of the label later began
Sup Pop Records. In addition to the musicians, the artists, writers, and activists in the punk scene
created a multitude of “zines” to publish their work. The leading national publication in the U.S.
was Maximum Rocknroll, but a multitude of other—often smaller—zines covered the music, art,
and ideas in local scenes. After working with other publications, for example, the artist Matt
Groening became the editor of L.A. Reader, which featured his cartoon series “Life in Hell” and
his essays on the world of punk art (Mattson, 2020; Blush, 2010; Baumgarten, 2012; Turcotte &
Miller, 1999; Maximum Rocknroll, 1982).
The American hardcore movement was much more political than the punk scene of the 1970s.
Much of the messaging in punk lyrics was anti-establishment, directed at the authority figures
with whom young people had the most experience: parents, teachers, and police. Because punk
was a relatively new, adults often had trouble accepting the ideas and personal expression of
these young people, so much so that punks occasionally were kicked out of their parents’ houses
and regularly were harassed and abused by the police. Many of these authority figures also were
assumed to be Reaganites. In 1983, Social Distortion—a band from Orange County, California, a
mecca for Reaganism—released Mommy’s Little Monster; on the title track, Mike Ness sang that
mommy’s little monster “doesn’t wanna be a doctor / Or a lawyer, get fat and rich . . . / His
brothers and sisters / Have tasted sweet success / His parents condemn him / Say, ‘His life’s a
mess’” (Small & Stuart, 1984; Social Distortion, 1983). Raymond Pettibon, perhaps the bestknow artist of the punk scene and architect of Black Flag’s logo, produced a flyer for a Circle
Jerks show that depicted a teenager’s empty bedroom with an open window (the youngster had
escaped); the tagline of the flyer artwork stated: “THE LONG NIGHTMARE IS OVER”
(Turcotte & Miller, 1999, p. 95). The front cover artwork on M.D.C.’s Millions of Dead Cops—
the band’s initials stood for different things over time, including Multi-Death Corporation—
showed a line of cops in riot gear, while the back cover depicted a police officer whose other half
was a Klansman pointing a revolver at the viewer (M.D.C., 1982).
In addition to being the authority figures within the family and community, as well as
followers of Reagan’s policies, parents of punks in the 1980s—particularly liberal parents—
often were symbols for the hedonistic counterculture of the 1960s, which many in the American
hardcore community critiqued. Minor Threat, a D.C.-based band, set in motion an anti-drug,
alcohol, and promiscuous sex movement with its songs like “Straight Edge” and “Bottled
Violence,” a movement that was partially a rejection of the excesses of the hippies and their
children who adhered to the same hedonistic lifestyle. In 1982, Ian MacKaye, the band’s
frontman, noted that the straight-edge movement was “an alternative” to the culture of sex,
drugs, and mindless violence in America, stating that having one’s “head straight” was an
intellectual “advantage” (Minor Threat, 1984; Small & Stuart, 1984; Mattson, 2020). Pettibon
regularly critiqued the hippies by producing black humor art that depicted Charles Manson and
his “family,” perhaps the ugliest side of the 1960s counterculture (Turcotte & Miller, 1999, pp.
88-95). In 1980, the seminal punk band Dead Kennedys went so far as to argue, in a tongue-andcheek manner, that the hippies who turned into mainstream liberals were positing a new form of
tyranny. The DK frontman, Jello Biafra, sang: “Zen fascists will control you / 100% natural /
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You will jog for the master race / And always wear a happy face . . . / The hippies won’t come
back you say / Mellow out or you will pay / California Über Alles” (Dead Kennedys, 1980). *
Beyond the parochial anti-authority themes within the American hardcore movement, punks
in the 1980s also developed a broader social critique and political agenda, initially tackling
issues that directly impacted young people; as Shawn Stern from Youth Brigade noted in 1982,
American hardcore was “music by kids, for kids, reflecting the frustrations and problems that
kids face every day” (Small & Stuart, 1984). Beginning during the Carter Administration and
reaffirmed during Reagan’s years, for instance, the federal government reinstated the Selective
Service System, and, thus, the possibility of being drafted into Reagan’s not-so Cold War
emerged as a central theme of the punk movement. In 1985, the Dirty Rotten Imbeciles (D.R.I.)
captured this sentiment with the song “I Don’t Need Society,” which stated: “Your number’s up
you have to go / The system say’s ‘I told you so’ / Stocked in a train like a truckload of cattle /
Sent off to slaughter in a useless battle / Thousands of us sent off to die / Never really knowing
why / Fuck the system they can have me / I don’t need society!” (D.R.I., 1985). As Reagan
began to intervene in Central America—driven by a fear that Nicaragua could become the next
Cuba—the punk movement joined with other peace activists in the U.S. to protest military
involvement. Chicago-based Naked Raygun captured this growing concern on its debut album in
1985 by repeating the only verse (no chorus) throughout the song “Managua”: “Gee whiz / Pretty
pretty boys / Pretty pretty boys / Onward to Managua” (Naked Raygun, 1985; Mattson, 2020).
As part of the punk movement’s broader critique of foreign and domestic policy, many young
people in the scene came to identify with the tenets of anarchism and other radical political
theories. Pettibon, for instance, was an ardent anarchist (Mattson, 2020, p. 21). Yet, the
anarchism of the American hardcore movement was not the do-as-you-please “disorder” (as
Peter Kropotkin (2002) called it in the nineteenth century) of the Sex Pistols in the mid-1970s (p.
61); it had roots in the thoughtful political theory of Michael Bakunin. Bakunin (1866/2002)
noted in his 1866 “Revolutionary Catechism” that the goal of anarchism was “freedom for all,
for individuals as well as collective bodies” (p. 96). Since oppression and exploitation naturally
infringed upon freedom, “political equality . . .[,] economic equality . . . . [, and] equality . . . [of]
social rights” were essential conditions in achieving that freedom (p. 97). Anarchism in this
sense, as Kropotkin (2002) noted, was “collectivist,” essentially a “no-government system of
socialism” (pp. 46, 295). “[S]olidarity” collectivity, and “mutual aid” formed the backbone of
anarchism’s organizational structure, a structure to ensure equality and freedom (Kropotkin
2002; Jagusch 2021). In his popular book, Two Cheers for Anarchism, James C. Scott (2012)
highlighted the everyday disruptive and anarchist actions not only of political protests and
revolutionary movements but also of ordinary people rejecting oppression of various sorts. The
activities, both big and small, of the punk movement in the 1980s almost perfectly captured the
essence of the anarchist resistance and collective action that Scott so powerfully described.
Of course, not all musicians, artists, and activists within the punk movement were anarchists.
Some, for example, were socialists and communists. Mike Watt from the working-class band, the
Minutemen, was attracted to democratic socialism, while the frontman for the Proletariat was a
For the modern reader, this rejection of New Age liberalism might sound like the reactionary politics of the current
far Right, akin to Representative Marjorie Taylor Green’s comparison of public health mandates to the indignities
suffered by the victims of the Holocaust. However, there are important distinctions. The members of the Dead
Kennedys were young musicians not members of the House of Representatives. Also, like many of DK’s songs,
“California Über Alles” was partially in jest—hyperbole used to point to an issue in a jocular way. Young punks in
the 1980s rejected many aspects of their parents’ hippie culture, which, in their view, had become politically
dogmatic, mystical, and hedonistic.
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devoted communist. Yet, many in the movement were as “suspicious,” as the historian Kevin
Mattson (2020) noted, “of totalitarianism on the left” as they were of fascism on the right (pp.
21, 163). This potential for totalitarianism was keeping in line with the anarchism of Bakunin. In
1873, Bakunin (1873/2002) famously critiqued the “fiction” of Marxism’s dictatorship of the
proletariat by noting that the “differences between revolutionary dictatorship and statism are
superficial” because “former workers, who, as soon as they become the rulers of the
representatives of the people, will cease to be workers and will look down at the plain working
masses from the governing heights of the State; they will no longer represent the people, but only
themselves and their claims to rulership over the people” (pp. 328-331). Of course, Bakunin
statement turned out to be quite prescient with regard to the leadership in many Communist
nations, as the punks in the 1980s fully understood.
In addition to those on the political Left, others in the punk scene were nihilists or essentially
apolitical. More concerning were those who were reactionary, such as the Michigan-based band
the Meatmen with particularly offensive lyrics (that were supposed to be humorous) in songs like
“Tooling for Anus” and “Crippled Children Suck” (Meatmen, 1983). The legendary editor of
Maximum Rocknroll, Tim Yohannan (Tim Yo) commented on such songs. “I’m not against
humorous punk songs, but all too often the targets of that ‘humor’ seems to be the people in life
who’ve already gotten the shittiest hands dealt out by fate. That’s too easy” (Maximum
Rocknroll, 1983a, p. 8). As offensive as some of the bands were, none were as politically
reactionary as the growing number of skinheads that began to join the scene by the early to mid1980s (Mattson, 2020). In 1982, the editors of Maximum Rocknroll chastised the reactionary
currents in some circles, noting: “If punk is to be a threat, different from society, then any socalled punk who flirts with racism and sexism, proudly displays ignorance, resorts to physical
violence and is afraid of knowledge or political action, is not a threat at all, but has gone over to
the enemy” (Maximum Rocknroll, 1982, p. 3). A year earlier, the Dead Kennedys were even
more forceful in their rebuke of the violent and reactionary members of the scene, noting “If
you’ve come to fight, get outta here / You ain’t no better than the bouncers / We ain’t trying to
be police / When you ape the cops it ain’t anarchy / Nazi punks / Nazi punks / Nazi punks, fuck
off!” (Dead Kennedys, 1981).
Although there were a multitude of political perspectives within American hardcore, the
overarching ethos of the movement was a mixture of anarchism (Jagusch, 2021) and what
historian Mattson called “the politics of provocation,” the utilization of “black humor” to elicit
shock in a way that demonstrated the absurdity of right-wing and center-left policies (Mattson,
2020, p. 15). This anarcho-provocation ethos especially manifested itself with regard to
America’s emerging neoliberal agenda. As noted earlier, the new generation of punks were
shunned by the corporate record industry, prompting a DIY movement that aligned with
anarchism’s anti-capitalist collectivism. Musicians and artists who expected substantial material
rewards (beyond subsistence) were considered sell-outs. The Dead Kennedys parodied those
musicians in their song “Pull My Strings.” “I’m tired of self-respect,” Biafra sang, “I can’t afford
a car / I want to be a prefab superstar / I want to be a tool / Don’t need no soul / Want to make
big money / Playing rock and roll” (Dead Kennedys, 1987). John Shirley, a member of the San
Francisco punk scene published his “cyberpunk” City Come A-Walkin’ in 1980, a novel that
railed against corporate control and corruption in the not-so-distant future (actually set in the
1990s). One of the central characters, Catz, came to realize that the government and corporations
were working hand-in-hand to pacify the masses, stating “Mass uniformity as a by-product of
consumer conditioning. It’s the subtle propaganda of the corporations, the special interests that
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run everything with their condescendingly benign, soft, liberal-smiling efficiency.” She noted
that the consumerism and uniformity in 1990s America “helps them suppress us, maybe—like
methadone, and the government-issue smack” (Shirley, 1980, p. 134).
The anarcho-provocation of the hardcore scene was not only used to critique the social
conservativism and neoliberalism of Reagan’s America; it also took aim at mainstream liberals
and progressives, thus demonstrating the punk movement’s hard left turn the 1980s. For
example, the Democratic governor of California, Jerry Brown—who was supported by
progressives like Cesar Chavez—was, for the radicalized punks, no ally; liberals like Brown
were part of the establishment with which the punks were, metaphorically, at war. Much of Jello
Biafra’s black-humored criticism of hippies-turned-liberals in “California Über Alles” was
directed at Jerry Brown. Imagining a comically liberal fascism, Biafra sang: “I am Governor
Jerry Brown / My aura smiles and never frowns / Soon I will be president… / Carter power will
soon go away / I will be Führer one day / I will command all of you / Your kids will meditate in
school” (Dead Kennedys, 1980). The Dead Kennedys also poked fun at newly enlightened
college students for their superficial liberal views. In “Holiday in Cambodia,” Biafra noted:
So you been to school for a year or two
And you know you’ve seen it all
In daddy’s car, thinkin’ you’ll go far
Back east your type don’t crawl
Play ethnicky jazz to parade your snazz
On your five grand stereo
Braggin’ that you know how the [n-words] feel cold
And the slum’s got so much soul
It’s time to taste what you most fear
Right Guard will not help you here
Brace yourself, my dear…
It’s a holiday in Cambodia
It’s tough, kid, but it’s life (Dead Kennedys, 1980).
Biafra’s criticism of the young liberals was twofold. Despite now having a shallow appreciation
for some aspects of African American culture, such as jazz, they continued to have a derogatory
view of the oppressed, hence the college students’ use of the n-word. (The point of view of the nword in this song was not from the Dead Kennedys.) Additionally, there was no action tied to the
young liberals’ enlightenment. They kept their same bourgeois lifestyle despite, presumably,
knowing about America’s inequities; the liberals brushed those away by stating “the slum’s got
so much soul.” Thus, Biafra’s comic recommendation for them was to take “a holiday in
Cambodia” to really feel suffering.
LEARNING THE LEFT
Young people in the United States did not just passively listen to, read, and view the radical
sentiments of punk musicians, writers, and artists; they learned these ideas and ideals and
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actively participated in the political aspects of the movement. For example, thousands of young
people attended the Rock Against Reagan events, a joint effort between the remnants of the
Youth International Party (Yippies) and the burgeoning American hardcore scene (Mattson,
2020, pp. 150-153). Punks were encouraged to learn and develop their political consciousness.
Stern, for example, urged Youth Brigade fans to “educate yourself. Ignorance is your worst
enemy. [I]f you can get something out of school, go ahead. I, myself, can. . . . Read books, read
everything you can” (Maximum Rocknroll, 1983a, p. 20). Maximum Rocknroll’s Tim Yo—who
was much older than most punks, having been part of the radical left in the 1960s—mentored
punks by thoughtfully responding to letters from the magazine’s younger readers. Marcel, a
thirteen-year-old from Wisconsin (and “8th grade class president”), noted: “What I’m writing to
you about is the concept of anarchy. Personally, I think it’s a good idea, but it would never work
because there’s always someone who’s going to fuck someone else over, and how are you going
to be rid of violence.” Yo responded: “Dear Marcel, Glad to see young ‘uns like yourself out
there thinking about things. As to your points about anarchy—it is hard to imagine our fucked up
society suddenly becoming supportable of an idealistic set-up like that. Change takes a long time,
and anarchy won’t work until most people are ready to accept responsibility for the world”
(Maximum Rocknroll, 1983a, pp. 6-7; Mattson, 2020).
Many punks explicitly acknowledged that they were educated by the scene, especially
through the bands and zines. In 1982, for instance, Lynn and Michelle wrote a joint letter to
Maximum Rocknroll in which they critiqued the façade of representative government in the U.S.
and directly connected that critique to particular lyrics. They noted that America “[i]s a fucking
oligarchy run by a few corporate executives who can pump billions of dollars into Capitol Hill
and get anything they want accomplished. Their goal is profit; they could not give a damn about
the people. They want a war in order to fill their pockets. The DK’s song on the Wargasm LP is
scary because it is true. Everything Jello says can happen NOW” (Maximum Rocknroll, 1982, p.
5). John from Chicago noted that “M.D.C. played here in April, and before they went on the
singer talked about the problems and troubles we face here in America, and why we should rock
against Reagan.” Although some in the audience did not appreciate the political oration—they
wanted the band to play—John did. He stated, “I really do hope it [the hardcore scene]
encourages people to care about one another, and to see beyond the walls and boundaries society
builds around us. . . . [When I am older] I may give up on punk music, but the ideas I will always
treasure and pass on” (Maximum Rocknroll, 1983a, p. 7). One teenager noted in Maximum
Rocknroll “It’s good to have a mag that deals not only with the music side of punk, but the
social, economic, and political sides. Even thought [sic] I’m only 16, I’m interested in this part of
life, probably because they’re the parts that suck the most” (Maximum Rocknroll, 1983a, p. 6).
In the 1980s, punks demonstrated their learning of the tenets of radicalism in letters written to
hardcore zines and when they were interviewed by documentarians. Many, like the movement as
a whole, railed against the institutions and authority figures they knew best. Mark, clearly a high
school student, voiced his disdain for the school system in a letter to Maximum Rocknroll, a letter
that paralleled the themes of M.D.C.’s (1982) “Church and State” (which was released a few
months before Mark’s letter), as well as the then-popular anarchist writer Colin Ward’s
(1973/2018) work on schooling, which was widely read by punks (Mattson, 2020):
I’m grounded, being held prisoner at home, so your mag is one of the few things I look
forward to. No shows, no parties, no nothing cos I didn't kiss ass to my fascist Biology
teacher. The whole fuckin school system operates on fear. . . . They get you to kiss their
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ass by saying good grades will make you a leader or some fuckin money hungry
professional or at least a no name in the working class. But if you fuck up then you are
doomed to be a slave of poverty. Learning about what’s really going on around you and
being an open minded individual is not what they’re concerned about; they just want to
keep you quiet and obedient. Since authority in school is maintained by those outside
your family (whose authority you mostly accept since it’s been exercised since birth), the
teacher, who you don’t know personally, is training you to respect an authority which is
totally a stranger to you: the fucking government. That’s why we have student body
governments, to get us ready for the fact that our equals, even basically equal in age, will
be our masters. This democracy bullshit is based on majority rule and majority consent
which means minority slaves and minority dependence on decisions made from “up
there”. [sic] Our learning process not only prepares us for this shit, but we have no vote
and this fucking school system exists without any of our consent. Sure, you can always
quit school, but how easy [is it] to find a job without a piece of paper saying you’ve
passed government standards? But hey! You can always join the Army! (Maximum
Rocknroll, 1982, p. 4).
Like Mark who was “being held prisoner” by his parents, many young punks resented or
sometimes challenged the authority of their relatives. Even simply “looking” punk—the clothing,
hairstyles, etc.—was perceived by some parents as a threat or rebuke. Roxie, for example, did
not want to look like the “all-American girl,” and Jim refused to dress like a “capitalist tool”;
their veering from the mainstream norms—even in such superficial ways as dress—was quite
unsettling to their parents (Small & Stuart, 1984). That perceived “threat” to parental authority
sometimes resulted in punks being kicked out of the family home. One teenager noted that “I
was told another of the many times to get the fuck out of the house. Then when I am ready to
leave they say, ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ And you remind them that they told you to
fuck off and say, ‘If you leave, we’re calling the police and you'll be in Juvenile Hall.’ So what
the fuck. They’re assholes. They say Punk has done it all” (Maximum Rocknroll, 1983a, p. 6;
Small & Stuart, 1984). As with teachers and parents, the police were adults whose authority was
resisted and challenged, often with good reason. Akin to the late 1960s and early 1970s when
cops would harass or abuse young people with long hair, in the 1980s officers would regularly
target punks and skateboarders. As one punk stated, many cities had “a problem with police
harassment,” in which shows were arbitrarily shut down or punks were hassled for simply being
punks. As such the police were frequently thought of as enemies and fascists (Maximum
Rocknroll, 1983b, p. 9; Small & Stuart, 1984; Mattson, 2020).
In addition to their anti-authority stance regarding teachers, parents, and police officers, many
young punks directed their social and political critiques at larger inequities and injustices, thus
demonstrating their newly radicalized awareness of national and international issues. Of course,
war and capitalism were frequent targets of young people’s contempt. In 1983, Rob noted that he
recently became involved with a group called “Hardcores Against The U.S. In El Salvador,” his
initial foray into the anti-war movement. He also recommended a “[t]ax revolt” to contest
warmongering and neoliberal policies since “50% of our taxes finance the defense, in it’s [sic]
quest to end life as we know it. Part of the other 50% goes to finance corporate bailouts and the
pollution of our planet. . . . A carefully orchestrated effort to educate people about precisely
where their tax dollars are going (corporate death state), along with some very famous people
willing to be tax martyrs would be a start.” The “payoff,” Rob stated, “could be a dismantling of
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the ‘machine’ . . . . It cannot function without financing” (Maximum Rocknroll, 1983a, p. 5). *
Yet, these views were so widely shared in the punk community that they had become cliches,
according to one letter writer in Maximum Rocknroll. Steve noted, “Anti-Reagan, nuclear war,
and racism songs are all cheap, safe protest songs.” Although he argued that with such “safe”
protest songs “[t]here is no threat,” the fact that “all their listeners agree with” such sentiments
demonstrated how radicalized the community as a whole had become (Maximum Rocknroll,
1983a, p. 4).
Critiques of capitalism, along with liberalism, were tacit themes in the punk scene’s internal
debates about political theories; because the young punks were devoted to radical politics, their
rejection of mainstream liberals was a given. As noted above, while the community was not a
monolith, the overarching ethos of the punk community was a mix of anarchism (Jagusch, 2021)
and provocation (Mattson, 2020). Dave from the Detroit area, for example, stated: “I’m an
anarchist, because I believe all governments suppress the people. Anarchy is the only true
freedom.” A letter writer, also based in Michigan, was quick to point out that anarchism was not
a license for “chaos.” Almost echoing Kropotkin, the young person noted, “Chaos and Anarchy
aren’t the same thing. . . . Chaos gets us nowhere.” Dave’s anarchist leanings fueled a scathing
critique of the Texas-based band the Dicks and its communism. The Dicks “say that nobody fully
understands communism and Marxism; then they say that nobody cares about politics. Well, now
I know why they call themselves DICKS. . . . What if I am religious? You stupid commies
wouldn’t let me celebrate religious holidays. What if I decided to hold a peaceful rally against
some of the government’s policies? You’ld [sic] lock me up. . . . You say you’re against fascism,
but you practice the same tactics and ideals.” Tim Yo responded to Dave, noting that “there’s a
difference between ‘true’ communism and the sham communism espoused by the U.S.S.R. and
China. True communism is as idealistic as the anarchism you say you believe in” (Maximum
Rocknroll, 1983a, pp. 5-6).
As Tim Yo’s comment made clear, there were a number of punks who had not accepted
anarchism as a viable political theory; rather their radicalism connected with other political
theories. Steve from Albany, New York, noted:
Anarchist thinkers like Bakunin . . . seem so contradictory. . . . Bakunin states (as most
anarchist thinkers do) that the state and the govt (presumably capitalist run) is the main
evil and must be eliminated. To involve yourself in politics, then, would be a betrayal of
principle, yes? The thing to do, according to Bakunin, is to organize the workers and
abolish the state, abolish all authority, and replace it with a cooperating, autonomous
community. This not only sounds cool and radical but appeals to young, bored intellects
who foresee some kind of immediate Grecian utopia. Anarchy sounds like a great
concept, but how can a society of even two individuals exist unless some autonomy is
sacrificed? . . . I suggest some Frederich Engels for a real shot in the arm (Maximum
Rocknroll, 1983a, p. 8).
For Stern from Youth Brigade, existentialism—not anarchism, socialism, or communism—
provided a gateway to radical politics. He noted that

The July/August 1983 issue of Maximum Rocknroll is particularly informative regarding young punks’ political
views, largely because a previous issue included an interview with the band the Dicks that discussed their
communist viewpoint. Many of the letter writers felt compelled to critique (or support) that political perspective.
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in World War II, their whole country was taken over by the fascists, and it seemed like
there was no hope. The most atrocious crimes in history were committed, and yet they
still had hope, still fought. You’ve always got to fight. That’s what life is all about, to
find some meaning, even in the face of the world seeming like it’s about to blow itself up.
That’s the only thing that's going to give your life meaning. . . . You’ve got to fight to
better things, to be responsible. Every person is responsible to himself, and, as an
example to all mankind, he’s responsible to everyone. One should act accordingly”
(Maximum Rocknroll, 1983a, p. 20).
For some, the divisions among the political radicals were of little concern; the pertinent issue
was whether or not the punk scene was a leftist or reactionary force. Tim Yo summed up this
position by noting that the more significant division “looks to be between those who support the
scene, (try to make it a stronger, more intelligent alternative; encourage new bands; put on allages gigs, etc.), and those who’s [sic] only ‘contribution’ is to try to pull it all down with their
negativity, back-stabbing, and tunnel-vision.” With regard to the opposition to the political
nature of the community, Yo wrote “these attacks are merely smokescreens . . . . it’s not that they
are against ‘political’ punk; it’s that they are against the specific politics in question—
PROGRESSIVE POLITICS!” (Maximum Rocknroll, 1983b, p. 4). Yet, by and large, the punks
did support the radicalism of community, and that “hard left” was largely learned in the scene. At
a time when neoliberalism was taking root on American soil and war—nuclear and traditional—
was an ever-present fear, the radical politics and activism of the young punks was, according to
one hardcore member, a real “hope for the world” (Small & Stuart, 1984).
REFERENCES
Bailyn, B. (1972). Education and the forming of American society: Needs and opportunities for
study. W. W. Norton and Company.
Bakunin, M. (2002). Revolutionary catechism (S. Dolgoff, Trans.). In S. Dolgoff (Ed.), Bakunin
on anarchism (pp.76-97). Black Rose Books. (Original work published 1866)
Bakunin, M. (2002). Statism and anarchy (S. Dolgoff, Trans.). In S. Dolgoff (Ed.), Bakunin on
anarchism (pp.323-350). Black Rose Books. (Original work published 1873)
Baumgarten, M. (2012). Love rock revolution: K Records and the rise of independent music.
Sasquatch Books.
Blush, S. (2010). American hardcore: A tribal history (2nd ed). Feral House.
Cremin, L. A. (1970). American education: The colonial experience, 1607-1783. Harper and
Row.
Cremin, L. A. (1988). American education: The metropolitan experience, 1876-1980. Harper and
Row.
Dead Kennedys. (1980). Fresh fruit for rotting vegetables [Album]. Cherry Red Records.
Dead Kennedys. (1987). Give me convenience or give me death [Album]. Alternative Tentacles.
Dead Kennedys. (1981). In God we trust, inc [Album]. Alternative Tentacles.
D.O.A. (1981). Hardcore ’81 [Album]. Sudden Death Records.
D.R.I. (1985). Dealing with it! [Album]. Metal Blade.
Fass, P. S. (2007). Children of a new world: Society, culture, and globalization. New York
University Press.
Gaither, M. (2003). American educational history revisited: A critique of progress. Teachers

42
College Press.
Hill, J. (2015). Editor, solidarity. Jacobin, www.jacobinmag.com. (Original work published
1914)
Jagusch, D. (2021). Punk pedagogy: Teaching to confront intersecting discourses of domination.
[Doctoral dissertation, Eastern Michigan University].
Johnson, Jr., J. (1984). Sweet dreams. Thrasher Magazine 4(8), 28-33, 43.
Kropotkin, P. (2002). Anarchism: A collection of revolutionary writings (R. N. Baldwin, Ed.).
Dover Publications.
Lauzon, G. P. (2011). Civic learning through agricultural improvement: Bringing “the loom and
the anvil into proximity with the plow.” Information Age Publishing.
Lauzon, G. P. (2010). Civic learning through county fairs: Promoting the useful and the good in
nineteenth-century Indiana. American Educational History Journal 37, 387-405.
Mattson, K. (2020). We're not here to entertain: Punk rock, Ronald Reagan, and the real culture
war of 1980s America. Oxford University Press.
Maximum Rocknroll. (1982). Maximum rocknroll 1.
Maximum Rocknroll. (1983a). Maximum rocknroll 7.
Maximum Rocknroll. (1983b). Maximum rocknroll 8.
M.D.C. (1982). Millions of dead cops [Album]. Radical Records.
Meatmen. (1983). We’re the Meatmen . . . . and you suck! [Album]. Touch and Go Records.
Minor Threat. (1984). Minor threat [Album]. Discord Records.
Naked Raygun. (1985). Throb throb [Album]. Homestead Records.
Ramones. (1977). Leave home [Album]. Sire Records.
Ramsey, P. J. (Ed.). (2015). Learning the left: Popular culture, liberal politics, and informal
education from 1900 to the present. Information Age Publishing.
Reagan, R. (1989). Speaking my mind: Selected speeches. Simon and Schuster.
Scott, J. C. (2012). Two cheers for anarchism: Six easy pieces on autonomy, dignity, and
meaningful work and play. Princeton University Press.
Shirley, J. (1980). City come a-walkin’. Dell Publishing.
Small, A., & Stuart P. (Directors). (1984). Another state of mind [Film]. Time Bomb.
Social Distortion. (1983). Mommy’s little monster [Album]. 13th Floor Records.
Spheeris, P. (Director). (1981). The decline of western civilization [Film]. Media Home
Entertainment.
Stalcup, S. (2001). Noise noise noise: Punk rock’s history since 1965. Studies in Popular Culture
23(3), 51-64.
Turcotte, B. R., & Miller, C. T. (1999). Fucked up and photocopied: Instant art of the punk rock
movement. Gingko Press.
Urban, P. (1982). Know your weapon. Maximum Rocknroll 1, 14
Ward, C. (2018). Anarchy in action. PM Press. (Original work published 1973)
Warren, D. (2005). Slavery as an American educational institution: Historiographical inquiries.
Journal of Thought 40(4), 41-54.
X. (1980). Los Angeles [Album]. Slash Records.

43

About the Contributors
Melissa Brooks-Yip is currently the Supervisor of Instruction at Washtenaw ISD in Ann Arbor,
MI, and a doctoral student in Educational Studies at Eastern Michigan University. She holds a
B.A. in Psychology, M.A. in Curriculum and Teaching, and an M.A. in Educational Technology,
all from Michigan State University. She has served over 22 years in public education as a middle
and high school ELA teacher, a K-12 literacy consultant, and a teacher education instructor.
Sharon Hopkins is a Ph.D. student in the Department of Teacher Education’s Educational
Studies program at Eastern Michigan University. She has been a high school social studies
teacher, policy debate coach, literacy instructional coach, Assistant Principal, and Director of
Curriculum and Instruction for an urban school district in Michigan. She has interdisciplinary
research interests including Pan African Studies, Black Feminist Thought, social foundations of
education, critical pedagogy, disciplinary literacy, social studies education, teacher development,
place-based education, and youth activism. Her current research project is focused on youth
activism across the African diaspora. She can be reached at shopki12@emich.edu.
Christian Ramsey is a freelance and fine art photographer in Chicago. She earned her B.A. in
German and photography from Eastern Michigan University and her M.F.A. in photography
from Columbia College Chicago. In her undergraduate and graduate programs, she studied
abroad in Düsseldorf, Berlin, and Ballyvaughan, Ireland. Her work has been exhibited in several
galleries in the Midwest. Some of her photography can be seen at christian-ramsey.com and on
Instagram at @_christianramsey.
Paul J. Ramsey is a professor in the Department of Teacher Education at Eastern Michigan
University. He completed his Ph.D. degree in the history of education at Indiana University and
is the author of numerous scholarly publications. His historical interests include bilingual
education, immigration, childhood, popular culture, and globalization. His other broad areas of
interest include philosophy, literature, and educational policy.
Christine Snyder has worked in the education field since 1999 as a teacher, administrator, author,
and trainer/coach. She is pursuing a Ph.D. in educational studies at Eastern Michigan University.
She also holds a M.A. in early childhood education and a B.S. in child development. Christine is
currently Interim Director of Work Life Programs at the University of Michigan, part-time
lecturer in the College of Education at Eastern Michigan University, and an independent early
childhood consultant. Christine develops and facilitates training throughout the United States,
internationally, and online. She has published six early childhood resource books, as well as
numerous articles, training DVDs, and other classroom resources for teachers.

