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This special issue arises from an international conference, Researching Children, Global Childhoods and Education, at the Graduate Center, City University of New York (CUNY) in 2011.  The goal of the conference was to advance theories and methodological practices that cultivate children’s agency in research and educational practices.   Many topics were raised -- including child poverty, migration, the growing significance of technologies, consumerism and marketization, the speeding up of children’s lives, child labour and children’s role as carers, shifting gender roles and family dynamics and the greater acknowledgement of children’s rights to provision, protection and participation.  As the organizers of the conference, we identified a recurring theme: the changing value of children in education. There was a shared concern within this network of international scholars that education policy and investment in children’s education is being shaped by a vision that is narrowing children’s experience of learning and measuring quality in education through an economically instrumentalist lens.

In this special issue we want to highlight the synergies and benefits of thinking across Childhood and Educational studies —thinking that represents a range of disciplines and that places children’s rights and welfare at the centre of social policy. Given the amount of time children spend in education, we argue this is as much a ‘childhood’ as an ‘education’ issue, as it has profound implications for the construction and experience of childhood, children’s everyday lives, learning, children’s rights and well-being in modern times. 
Through this constellation of papers, we seek to foster debate and deepen insights about how the policies, practices and values of global neo-liberalism are re-shaping how children are valued in education systems.  Each paper, in its own way, identifies the links between the discursive, political, and pedagogical practices arising from the neo-liberal sweep that now permeate the structuring and operation of education systems globally.  The papers draw attention to global trends that are enacted in local schooling practices and the tensions this creates both for the valuing of children in and of themselves, as well as their valuing as future productive members of the societies to which they belong.  While immediate tensions are evident between policies and local practices in the global north and global south over what is considered ‘good’ in and for childhood, tensions also arise over how this is experienced differently by different groups of children and their capacities to negotiate the inter-sections between their home and school lives.  

The papers situate discussions of children and value in light of multiple neo-liberal policy trends and their consequences.  The contraction of the welfare state reinforces a more competitive and individualistic approach to children’s welfare, undercutting traditional safety nets of support and inclusion for those most at the margins.  The work of global policymakers such as the OECD have profound impact on shaping who and what matters in education and how children’s learning, being and ‘doing’ is being directed in particular ways. Increasing international competitiveness and the economic race to the ‘top’, feeds into practices at local level through an increasing emphasis on results and test scores in schools. As the global economic crisis worsens, such trends are becoming even more pronounced. Still, education systems differ in their capacities to cope with change at national and international levels, in the resources required to bring about change and in the readiness to do so.   This has direct consequences not only for how children experience their education but also the webs of care and solidarity outside of education, which in turn influence children’s capacities to engage with their education.
The issue begins with Kjorholt’s paper that critically examines the inter-linked discourses of children’s rights and children’s potential as human capital and social investment.  Taking the example of evolving policies on early childhood care and education in Norway, she highlights the overly instrumentalist focus and narrowing of emphasis on formal learning for future adult work that predominate.  This emphasis on the futurity of childhood defines children’s value and that of their learning in terms of a series of market like choices, akin to a bazaar.   Kjorholt identifies comparable processes evident in educational policy and practice with children in Ethiopia.  Here a lack of sustained investment in a quality system of education for children occurs within a wider context where the language of children’s rights to education is drawn upon, yet remains detached from any meaningful connection to learning needs and cultural context of the local communities in which they belong. A broader focus on rights in terms of dignity, respect and inter-dependence is called for, alongside an education for children  - in both the global North and South which eschews an overly instrumentalist focus and remains strongly connected to children’s lived lives in the present and the immediate local community. 

Morrow’s paper takes up these same issues from young people’s own perspective and experiences of schooling in Andhra Pradesh, India. Drawing on qualitative data from the Young Lives longitudinal study of children, she demonstrates the mismatch that can occur when an education ‘project’ overshadows and indeed undercuts the value of farming and well-understood kinship relations in the present, creating dilemmas of risk for those young people who pursue educational goals and a sense of failure, for those who remain in traditional modes. Framed within a wider context of neo-liberal global economics and decreasing employment opportunities, the paper puts into stark relief the high aspirations for educational success and the realities of overcoming structured inequalities related to gender, caste and economic status.   There is a contradiction between the pace of change, the values underpinning the change, and the values of children and parents living through these changes as they struggle to survive. Morrow  raises questions over the value of formal education skills training to these young people in terms of their lived childhoods now and the skills they need as future as adults in the local society.
Strandell’s paper identifies childhood as a site for social investment highlighting the reach of  neo-liberalism into constructs of efficiency, ‘good parenting’ and children’s ‘free-time’.  Her paper emphasizes the complexities of policy implementation and how goals are mediated by local actors – in this instance, local municipalities, with varying results.  She situates her analysis in Finland in the context of a severe economic crisis, coupled with an increasing discourse of safety/risk in children’s’ lives and the perceived need that their after-school time should be put to fruitful use.  She argues that after-school care emerges as a new form of ‘governance’ in which children’s ‘doing nothing’ is perceived to be a source of danger as well as a missed opportunity for furthering opportunities for skills development and competencies.  Still, her analysis of three sites of after school care – schools, play parks and sports clubs – finds that each site gives rise to differing degrees of ‘governance’ of children’s time use.  Despite policy rhetoric and goals, and because of a lack of investment, the efforts to fundamentally reorder children’s use of time failed, and a smaller proportion of children attended these sites than originally envisaged.   

Devine’s paper takes migrant children in Ireland as an exemplar to query what is considered ‘good’ and what is of ‘value’ in children’s learning but also who is valued and who is need of intervention and reform.  She highlights the conditionality of migrant children’s value/ing – that is dependent – as outsiders – on their assimilation into national norms and the ‘added value’ they may bring through their willingness to position themselves as ‘ideal type’ students.  She focuses on dynamics of mis/recognition that are played out in spheres of re/action in schools, illustrating how both implicit and explicit messages of migrant children’s difference and ‘deficiencies’ are communicated through their relations with peers and teachers, and in how and what they are taught in schools.   While migrant children are continuously playing ‘catch up’ with their native born peers, it is those who have access to resources of care, wealth and cultural knowledge who are most likely to succeed.  In the absence of sustained investment in a careful and nurturing education, being valued differently leads to cyclical patterns of under achievement that becomes naturalized in global and local policy discourses as deficiencies in culture, ‘parenting’ and ethnic identity.   

Luttrell’s paper addresses this issue of educational inequality from another angle of vision – children’s images and narratives of care. Her longitudinal study of low-income, predominantly immigrant children growing up in a post-industrial northeastern city of the U.S. portrays the children’s care worlds as a rich and complex tapestry of collective relational practices, defying deficit and stigmatized accounts of low-income family life.  The relative invisibility of this care work in educational policy discourse – of care giving and care receiving between children and adult women (their mothers and teachers) and among children themselves as a source of pride – is itself testament to wider structural inequalities which position care work as ‘less than’ valued. Luttrell identifies two policies of social disinvestment – the welfare reform act and major cut backs in public education spending – that have exacerbated care injustice and targeted mothers and teachers as responsible for poor educational “outcomes”.  To counter this logic, she lifts up the children’s own emphasis on an alternative economy of value within schools that reaches beyond the single focus on ‘how much did this child learn today?’ to one that embraces the centrality of human relatedness to children’s learning and well-being:  what kind of human being is this child becoming? 

Patel’s paper focuses on how United States immigration policy and enforcement practices are reshaping what and who is valued in education.  She highlights the role of schools to serve as both protector and guardian of the sovereignty of the state, which undercuts teachers’ abilities to care for and safeguard – to act in loco parentis-- the interests and education of “undocumented” immigrant students in their charge.  She brings this tension to light through a critical exploration of the experience of immigrant families and youth, as well as the media coverage of increased United States Federal Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) raids on workplaces, including a textile factory in New Bedford Massachusetts, a post-industrial, economically depressed city of the northeast of the USA, that drew special national attention and debate.   In light of President Obama’s 2012 announcement promising leniency for undocumented immigrant youth, Patel’s paper raises questions about how this promise can be realized insofar as immigrant youth fear the deportation of their parents.  Once again, what is considered ‘good’ in and for childhood and in and for education, is experienced differently by different groups of young people. 

The issue concludes with Fox’s and Fine’s paper which traces “circuits of dispossession” across multiple sectors –education, housing, policing, incarceration, to name a few.  We end with this paper for its insistence on ‘reversing the gaze’ typically set on marginalized urban youth and on inverting the neo-liberal emphasis on performativity and accountability in their title ‘accountable to whom?’ Their paper highlights their methodology and findings from the Polling for Justice study – a participatory action research project that engaged young people as co-researchers into examining the effects of neo-liberal public policies and practices on their everyday lives.  Within the wider context of the ‘gentrification’ of New York, the paper puts images and motions to recognizable patterns of ‘oppression and damage’ as well as resistance.  In so doing it connects the ‘affective’ with the statistical to provide a powerful counter narrative that highlights these young people’s capacities, resilience, hurt and rage at the injustices done them. 

Taken together, the papers raise questions about children’s identity and agency; value and deficit; power and powerlessness; rights and responsibilities, regulation and governance and what might disrupt the increasing dispossession of poor and marginalized children and youth through education in neo-liberal times.  To do this, the papers utilize different methodologies in conducting research with children – longitudinal, visual, participatory action research, embodied – that trouble the divide between children, youth and adults in research with children about their education.  Finally, the papers speak to cross-sector policy developments that are needed to enhance the educational well-being, learning, and agency of all children and youth.
