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INTRODUCTION 

Paolo Freire dedicated his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed, “To the oppressed and to those who 

suffer with them and fight at their side”
i
. He speaks of alliance between those that experience 

oppression and those that are not caught by the grid of dis-favorable categories which constitute the 

power structure in which both exist. From the experiences as an educational ethnographer, I find 

myself very often in the perspective of the bystander, the one that is not affected by the rules of right 

and wrong, that the particular school that I visit, plays by. However, I do feel the oppression; I realize 

that a moment is peculiar and I emphasize with the one who is caught in the grid. In the following, I 

want to present insights from disability and intersectionality studies which help me to locate the 

moment that a binary structure of Austrian and non-Austrian is created which leads to disabling some 

and favoring others in the classroom of a primary school in Tyrol. 

THEORY & METHODS 

US-American law professor Kimberley Crenshaw has coined the analytical framework of 

intersectionality which essentially addresses: “[…] how structures make certain identities the 

consequence of and the vehicle for vulnerability.” In search of these structures, she recommends to ask 

“What are the policies? What are the institutional structures that play a role in contributing to the 

exclusion of some people and not others?”
ii
 In this paper, I understand school as a specific sphere of 

political impact. As a state apparatus
iii
, it is not only shaped by education policies but also reproduces 

the social structures of the grid. One of these policies that have shaped the structuring of schools 

immensely since the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities has been 

released in 2006 is the measure of inclusion of children with disabilities and special needs into 

mainstream education. Labelling catalogues allow for classifying, monitoring, and archiving the 

newcomers into schools that were formerly reserved for the normal kids. Labelling creates identities. 

They turn individuals into someone with an added value or flaw. Crenshaw’s framework approaches 

identities and reconstructs the structures that have turned them into vehicles for vulnerability. Drawing 

from Shelley Tremain, critical disability scholar, feminist, and political philosopher, it is pointless to 

consider disability as a medical or biological concept. She uses Foucault to claim that impairment does 
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not have to be tied to the “objective, trans-historical and transcultural entity of which modern bio-

medicine has acquired knowledge and understanding and which it can accurately represent”
iv
. Hence, I 

want to read “impairment” as a social construct that may correspond with skin colour, socio-economic 

background, sex and/ or sexual orientation, ethnical origins etc. since these categories form the grid 

that works disadvantageously and therefore disabling to the individual in the given schooling context.  

This combines the notion of Crenshaw that structures along the lines of race, class and gender turn 

identities into vulnerable bodies. Hence, I ground the theoretical and methodological approach to my 

work in disability and intersectionality studies, thereby placing focus on the experience of those held 

back by the grid, namely the non-native Austrians and the low achievers. I choose the tools of 

educational ethnography such as participant observations and analytical memos which allow me to 

grasp the spoken word in the sceneries that I observe and describe.    

DATA 

This class of fourth graders spends their last semester at primary school before the students have to 

move on to secondary education. At age 10, they have had to prove themselves worthy of attending 

gymnasium or middle school. A gymnasium education is open to the highest-performing children of a 

cohort. Since gymnasiums have limited capacities, this is a highly competitive time of the students’ 

lives. The school is situated in an area that has been described to me as deprived of social-economic 

stability and with a high amount of children who come from countries outside of the European Union, 

such as Turkey, central Africa and the Balkan states of Bosnia and Kosovo. During my first encounter 

with the head mistress of the school, I am informed that there is no particular focus on inclusion in 

terms of its application to children with disabilities. At her school, cultural inclusion has been 

practiced for many years and she has other problems to take care of than the inclusion of disabled 

children. Her school focuses on multilingualism. In her mind, it was a wrong decision to close special 

schools since they provide the best education for children with special needs. When she has a problem 

with her teeth she goes to the dentist and not the cardiologist, she explains to me. In the back of her 

office I spot a picture of a drawn stick figure of what is supposed to be a stereotypical Asian girl who 

wears a triangle hat and a dress, she smiles and her eyes are the shapes of horizontal lines. The speech 

bubble above her head says: “I work friendly, happily and ambitiously”. The episodes I am about to 

read out to you will, hence, not include children with an accredited special needs status. However, I 

claim that a binary structure is created nonetheless and that divides the children along the line of the 

norm, on the one hand, and children with a special lack, on the other.  

ESTABLISHING THE NORM  

At 10:00am, one of the teachers rings a bell and the children assemble in groups at the bottom of the 

stairs. They are led back to their classrooms. One teacher yells, wipe your shoes! [On the carpet]. Over 

200 children go to this school. There are about 20 teachers working here. On the way to the classroom 
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Susi is sad and disturbed. She cries and Ceren comes to me and says Susi is being bullied, you know, 

because her family is brown. I say to Ceren please speak about this to your teacher, ok? (23.03., p. 3, 

ll. 78-83) 

The lesson starts. The German support teacher comes in and reads out the non-Austrian names of 6 

girls. They have to follow her to do extra German. The girls protest but the German teacher raises her 

voice and says she doesn’t want to hear any complaining. The girls leave the room. The rest of the 

class is learning about the Middle Ages. After an hour the girls return. (23.03., p.3, ll. 85- 88) 

The children are supposed to show districts and cities on a big map of Tyrol. The kids don’t do so 

well. Rarely, a child finds what was asked for. The teacher is upset with the kids. She says it’s 

unbelievable that the children don’t know these areas. She continues that in this class there are only 

two girls whose parents are both from Austria. The arms of the two girls in the middle front row shoot 

up to indicate that this is them. The teacher smiles at them and continues that there is another girl who 

has one parent from Austria and points out this girl. And the rest are from somewhere else so we are a 

colorful pile, she says (Ein bunter Haufen).   

The topic of grading is omnipresent. Everyone is worried that they fail a test. Only once do I hear that 

a teacher addresses someone in the room with the expectation of receiving a recommendation for 

gymnasium. It is one of the very Austrian girls who she says to: “You will have to try harder if you 

want to go to the gymnasium”. (28.03., p. 2, ll. 54.58)  

Two days later, during the last minutes of a class, the very Austrian girl turns to a chubby boy whose 

household is described to me as troubled and says: if you would stab Tim with a knife you wouldn’t 

even get to his heart because he is so fat. She takes her sandwich and pretends shoving it into his face. 

He gets up and goes to her desk and touches her sandwich. She says eek and wants to give it to other 

people because Tim has touched it. He sits in his chair and sees how other kids turn the sandwich 

down because he has touched it. I sit at the back of the room and cannot stand the situation any longer. 

The teacher sitting at the front desk looks the other way. Now, more kids are standing around Tim and 

the very Austrian girl. A friend of hers joins in and insults the boy.  I get up and sit down next to him. 

As the very Austrian girl continues to shout at Tim, Susi comes to me and says, they are arguing again. 

(30.03., p.1, ll. 29-41) 

The teacher searches for a song on the internet sung by Franzl Lang called: “Das Kufstein Lied”
v
. 

Composed in 1947 by Karl Ganzer, singer Franzl Lang achieved great fame for this sentimental song 

about Kufstein, the “pearl of Tyrol” roughly 20 years later. From the biographical information on 

Ganzer that the internet provides, he had been a soldier in the German Wehrmacht from 1940 all 

through to 1945. He returned from the Balkan area to Austria all by himself as it says proudly on 

Ganzer’s website.
vi
 The song deals with the Tyrol landscape, wine and a beautiful girl. The children 

giggle when they hear the song. The teacher shouts at them and tells them to shut up and listen. 

Altogether, we listen three times to the song.  
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The teacher hands out the class tests. Most of the girls are crying. Tim punches with his raw fist 

against the classroom wall. A few minutes later he gets up again and punches the wall once more. The 

children try to calm each other down. Boys bring paper napkins to some of the girls that are crying. 

Canan says “I mog nie mehr leben.” I don’t want to live anymore. The very Austrian girl skips through 

the class because she received a good grade.  (23.03., p. 3-4, ll. 112-133)  

 ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION  

Since I am interested in the way that social and political structures of schools turn identities into 

vulnerable bodies, I will firstly summarize who has had bad and who has had good experiences at this 

school and why. Secondly, I want to focus on the dividing moment that the teacher initiated which 

cemented the binary structure of Austrian and non-Austrian in the classroom.   

I started with Susi, a Black girl, who cries because she is bullied during break time for her skin color. I 

spoke about six non-Austrian girls who had to leave the classroom during the regular school day to go 

into the school’s basement for extra German lessons. They complained but were told to be quiet and 

follow orders.  I continued with Tim who is insulted for being chubby and having bad grades. Upon 

receiving his test back, he commits acts of self-harm by punching the wall with his raw fist. 

Furthermore, there is Canan who cried and said she didn’t want to live anymore because she received 

a bad mark. Lastly, there are the very Austrian girls. One of them insults and mocks Tim without any 

consequences. She receives good grades, she sits in the center front row very close to the teacher and 

she is considered as very intelligent by the teachers who I spoke to. She is expected to receive a 

recommendation for gymnasium.   

The key moment that drew a very clear dividing line in this multi-ethnic classroom took place when 

the teacher developed a conversation with her students, pointing out who was Austrian by blood and 

leaving the rest of the class completely unaddressed. The Kufstein Lied as the anthem of Tyrol 

supports the notion that this is a place of tradition and exclusivity, reserved only for those who truly 

belong. Though I don’t want to speculate on Ganzer’s war involvement on the Balkan, I do want to 

stress that predominantly Austrian Wehrmacht soldiers were responsible for the massacres and war 

crimes in former Yugoslavia.
vii

 Please, bear in mind that from this very region, students are attending 

this classroom listening to the Kufstein- the pearl of Tyrol. Since belonging is expressed through the 

bloodline and not a shared set of values, wishes and ideas, only two girls are really made to feel that 

they are right in this region where the rest is left in the dark about their place in Austria. The teacher 

did not stress a common bond between all children, neither did they ask for personal interpretations of 

what their hometown meant to them. Here, I would like to refer back to the initial conversation with 

the head mistress of the school and her office. She set multilingualism analogous to disability in the 

way that she understands “inclusion” as dealing with problematic children due not to disability but to 

cultural or ethnical difference. Though this should then be her field of expertise, she does not exhibit 

particular sensitivity towards racial stereotypes which the picture of the Asian girl in her office 
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indicates. Conclusively, I argue that a different culture and language other than Austrian is declared 

the disabling moment. The six students that were ordered to take extra German classes were separated 

from their classmates and did not take part in the regular classroom activity because they received 

extra training in German. Taking students out of the classroom for extra help sessions is regular 

practice in schools where children with special needs study. In this school, the status of “non-

Austrian” serves as a special needs status which must be corrected and counteracted. The combination, 

however, of correcting and showing students an ideal that they will never be able to achieve due to 

their skin color, their name, or the place of their birth, is a very poisonous one. It grows frustration and 

destroys motivation. The grid is very tightly knit in this school and only two very Austrian girls may 

pass through it.  
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