
Vol.:(0123456789)

Int. Journal on Child Malt. (2023) 6:415–429
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42448-022-00136-7

1 3

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Visibility and Well‑Being in School Environments: Children’s 
Reflections on the “New Normal” of Teaching and Learning 
during the Covid‑19 Pandemic

Susann Fegter1  · Miriam Kost1

Accepted: 8 November 2022 / Published online: 12 January 2023 
© The Author(s) 2023

Abstract 
This paper aims to contribute to the theory on school-related well-being by apply-
ing a qualitative approach that focuses on children’s experiences during the Covid-
19 pandemic and conceptualizes them as an epistemic opportunity to reconstruct 
aspects of school-related well-being from children’s perspectives. Within the frame-
work of the multinational qualitative study Children’s Understandings of Well-being 
(CUWB), it conceptualizes well-being as a cultural construct and argues for includ-
ing children’s voices in the process of knowledge production. By drawing on state-
ments from online interviews with 11- to 14-year-old children from Berlin, Ger-
many in spring 2021 during school lockdown and by using a discourse analytical 
approach, the paper outlines the findings on visibility as a central feature of well-
being in school environments that children make relevant for experiences of agency, 
security, and self. Visibility in school is constructed as a medium of control that 
subjects their bodies to norms of the school, exposes the individual to the gaze of 
others, and provides security in the context of the digital sphere and its temptations. 
The paper argues to systematically include these reflections and assessments of new 
digital learning arrangements during the Covid-19 pandemic into theoretical con-
cepts on school-related well-being.
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Introduction 

When schools in Germany closed from one day to the next in March 2020 as a 
result of the Covid-19 pandemic, children faced a situation that had never hap-
pened before in Germany (Andresen et  al., 2020; Budde et  al., 2022a, 2022b; 
Fickermann & Edelstein, 2020). From one day to the next, pupils had to get used 
to doing school lessons from home. How exactly these lessons looked like and 
took place was at first largely up to the schools and teachers themselves: some 
assigned tasks by email, some by phone, and some streamed from the school 
building to the students’ homes. Only over time did the new arrangements become 
more regulated, videos and learning software were made available, and rotating 
teaching models became possible, which were, again, employed very differently 
by the schools. Despite all the differences, there was one thing in common: famil-
iar routines of schools and school-related learning practices could no longer be 
applied. All of a sudden, schooling took place in a way completely different than 
before, and many things that seemed unthinkable before suddenly became pos-
sible and a new normality.

This experience of contingency is the starting point of this paper to recon-
struct children’s understanding of well-being in school environments from their 
own perspective. Based on qualitative interviews with 11- to 14-year-old chil-
dren in Berlin, Germany during pandemic-related school lockdowns, it presents 
findings from an explorative analysis that focuses, on the one hand, on children’s 
subjective well-being associated with the school lockdowns and distance learning 
phases during the pandemic (e.g., what they appreciated and felt good with under 
the changed learning conditions and what they disliked and not felt good with). 
It reconstructs secondly the cultural concepts of school-related well-being that 
are reproduced and addressed in the way how the children talk about their experi-
ences (e.g., structural elements of learning environments they make relevant for 
their well-being and structural elements of well-being relevant to learning from 
their perspective).

The paper thus pursues three aims. First, it aims to give children a voice dur-
ing the pandemic. As Budde and Lengyel (2022) and Andresen et al. (2020) point 
out, children, during the pandemic in Germany, were not heard very much for 
a long time and had hardly any representatives who introduced their concerns 
and experiences into the public discourse. Only recently the first scientific stud-
ies have been published that ask about the views of children in Germany during 
the pandemic (Andresen et al., 2020; Budde et al., 2022b; Hüpping et al., 2022; 
Langmeyer et  al., 2020). This paper aims to contribute to this development by 
applying a qualitative approach that focuses on children’s experiences with new 
arrangements of learning and teaching during the Covid-19 pandemic. Second, 
the paper aims to bring into focus children’s discoveries and insights that they 
associate with experiences of new normalities during the pandemic. Most stud-
ies currently point to the negative impacts of the pandemic on children, such as 
learning deficits, mental stress, and what children have missed during the school 
lockdowns (e.g., Bremm & Racherbäumer, 2020; Bujard et al., 2021; UNESCO, 
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2020), which undoubtedly result from the pandemic. However, there were also 
good experiences with the “new normality” that children raise that provide indi-
cations of positive qualities that children value and appreciate in their everyday 
lives and in learning environments. With regard to family life and the value of 
spending time together with the family, these positive impacts have already been 
elaborated by some of the current studies (e.g., Andresen et al., 2020: 11). With 
regard to schools, the main focus so far is on negative impacts, and only few stud-
ies ask what children have valued and appreciated under the new conditions of 
learning and teaching (e.g., Wacker et  al., 2020). This paper aims to contribute 
to this perspective by reconstructing advantages that children ascribe to the new 
normalities and by using these to inform more broadly the theoretical discourse 
on factors of school-related well-being or well-being in learning environments 
from the perspective of children.

Third, the paper argues that children’s experiences of contingency during the 
pandemic with respect to learning and teaching arrangements provide a special 
epistemic opportunity to develop a better understanding of concepts and factors of 
school-related well-being from children’s perspective. Our argument is that the expe-
rience of contingency during the pandemic, that the established structures and prac-
tices of school are possible but at the same time not necessary, as they could also be 
different, prompt reflections on aspects of school-related well-being that seemed so 
self-evident before that they were not even mentioned, or that seemed so unchange-
able that they were not problematized and made a topic (even if they had an impact 
on children’s well-being in schools). School in particular represents a manifest insti-
tution, strongly embedded in history, society, and former generations of parents and 
siblings, that it confronts children as a nearly self-evident practice. The pandemic, in 
contrast, provided experiences for pupils in Germany that were very different, hard 
to imagine, and nearly unthinkable before the pandemic, for example, that schooling 
could stop from one day to the other, that school lessons could be done from home 
for everyone on a regular basis, and that schooling could take place fully digitally or 
as a hybrid space. Using these experiences of contingency during the pandemic as 
an epistemic opportunity to inform the theoretical discourse on well-being in learn-
ing environments from the perspective of children is the overall aim of this paper. 
We call this a “methodology from the margins,” as the analytical process starts from 
the experience of new normalities that were at the margin of what was thinkable or 
speakable just recently.

The paper is structured in five sections. After the introduction, the “Child Well-
Being in Educational Research” section introduces well-being as a category in edu-
cational research by distinguishing two different approaches on well-being related to 
schools and education and by highlighting research gaps on children’s own concep-
tualizations of well-being in school and learning environments. The “Methodology” 
section presents the empirical study underlying this paper, outlining the research 
context and data collection process as well as the methodological approach that 
refers to the multinational Children’s Understandings of Well-being (CUWB) study 
(Fattore et  al., 2019) in combination with a discourse analytical perspective. The 
“Findings on Visibility as a Key Element of School-Related Well-Being from Chil-
dren’s Perspective” section presents findings on the aspect of visibility in learning 
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environments as a relevant aspect of school-related well-being from children’s per-
spective that are discussed in the last section in the context of the child well-being 
theory.

Child Well‑Being in Educational Research

Child well-being is a vague or fuzzy concept that has gained importance in recent 
decades, initially in the field of child indicator research, welfare, and health stud-
ies, and addresses the quality of children’s lives, their subjective and objective well-
being, and its social, economic, and political preconditions (Ben-Arieh et al., 2014; 
Fattore et  al., 2019). In educational research, the concept of well-being has only 
recently begun to receive increasing attention. In the following, we suggest to dif-
ferentiate between two approaches toward child well-being in educational school-
related research.

One approach examines well-being as a means or source of successful learn-
ing and academic achievement. This approach is supported by international stud-
ies that show positive effects of subjective well-being on self-confidence, curiosity, 
and openness to new situations (Cefai & Spiteri 2021;  Erdem & Kaya 2021; Lavis 
& Robson 2015; García  Bacete et  al. 2014; Andresen, 2010) and thus on impor-
tant preconditions of learning processes. Since 2015, the comparative PISA studies 
have included student’s well-being in their surveys. PISA 2018 demonstrates, for 
example, that students who were frequently bullied were more likely to have skipped 
school and scored lower in reading (Schleicher, 2020). PISA studies also show cor-
relations between subjective well-being and social background. Disadvantaged stu-
dents and first-generation immigrant students were less likely to report feeling a 
sense of belonging at school (OECD 2019; for Germany see also Ecarius, 2018). At 
the same time, there is evidence that a positive school climate can weaken the strong 
link between socioeconomic status and school success (Berkowitz et  al., 2017; 
OECD 2019). One of the characteristics is that it is often the absence of well-being 
that comes into focus as a risk factor for learning outcomes, such as fear and bully-
ing. The “move from negative to positive” well-being indicators that has described 
the broader Child Indicators Movement (Ben-Arieh, 2008) is therefore less of a 
characteristic for the area of empirical educational research, particularly in the area 
of international studies measuring academic outcomes and competencies.

The second approach sees well-being as a goal (ends) of education and educational 
systems. This approach is often found programmatically in school education policies or 
programs that aim, e.g., “to support pupils’ growth into good and well-balanced peo-
ple and members of society and to give them the knowledge and skills needed in life” 
(Konu & Rimpelä, 2002: 80). Examples are the Australian Student Well-being Frame-
work (ASWF) that promotes a vision of Australian schools as “learning communities 
that promote students’ well-being, safety, and positive relationships so that students can 
reach their full potential” (Australian Student Well-being Framework, 2018: 1) or the 
campaign “Improving well-being at school” as part of the Democratic School Network 
of the European Council (Council of Europe, n.d.). Well-being is defined there as the 
experience of health and happiness. It includes mental and physical health, physical 
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and emotional safety, and a feeling of belonging, sense of purpose, achievement, and 
success. This understanding of well-being as a goal of education comes close to the 
German concept of Bildung, which in a humanistic philosophical tradition goes beyond 
academic achievement or measurable competencies and rather aims to enable self-
determined and responsible actions as a human being and a citizen (see Horlacher, 
2015).

What both approaches have in common is that they start with a theoretically prede-
fined concept of well-being, which, depending on the background, is located more in 
psychological or sociological theories and can include subjective as well as objective 
factors. So far, few studies have asked what children themselves understand by well-
being in school environments (and how this relates to social and cultural contexts). 
Thus, children’s perspectives have hardly been included in conceptualizing and theo-
rizing well-being in school/learning environments. Pioneers are for example Newland 
et  al. (2019) who conducted qualitative in-depth interviews with US children about 
their perceptions of school climate and school-based interpersonal relationships and the 
extent to which the children perceived these relationships as supporting or undermining 
their emotional well-being. The importance of relationships as a central factor for sub-
jective well-being at school from children’s perspective is also investigated by Thomas 
et al. (2016), who conducted group discussions with students in Australia using Axel 
Honnet’s theory of recognition. Drake et al. (2021) found out, with data from the Aus-
tralian CUWB study with 12- to 14-year-old children, that school life has an ambivalent 
impact on children’s well-being. On the one hand, children note that the opportunities 
education provides them to pursue self-determined objectives are associated with posi-
tive well-being. On the other hand, children discussed how schooling puts pressure on 
them to meet adult-imposed aspirations and how this undermines their well-being. In 
the German context and using a quantitative approach, Holzer et al. (2021) conducted 
a survey among secondary school students and teachers in which the participants pro-
vided responses to open-ended questions addressing their general understanding of 
high and low levels of school-related well-being. Their findings suggest that children’s 
conceptualizations of school-related well-being include both hedonic (experiences of 
pleasure and enjoyment) and eudemonic aspects (experiences of meaning and purpose).

The following paper aims to contribute to this new area of research that investi-
gates school-related well-being from children’s own perspective by using qualitative 
data on children’s perceptions and experiences with school arrangements during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. The idea, as outlined above, is that the experience of new rou-
tines and very different school practices has an epistemic potential for learning about 
well-being-related aspects of school and learning environments from children’s per-
spectives that were previously so self-evident that they were rarely mentioned or so 
unthinkable that they were not addressed.

Methodology

The broader research context and methodological approach of our study refer to 
the multinational qualitative study on Children’s Understandings of Well-being 
(CUWB) that investigates how children themselves conceptualize and experience 
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well-being with an internationally comparative, context-sensitive, and cross-cultural 
approach (see Fattore et al., 2019, 2021). A central characteristic of the CUWB study 
is the understanding of well-being as a social and cultural construct, as opposed to 
defining well-being as an objective or subjective construct (see Fattore et al., 2019). 
This picks up discussions that have critically highlighted the normativity and cul-
tural contingency of well-being in the course of an increased inclusion of positive 
indicators in child indicator research (Andresen, 2014; Fattore et al., 2019; Fegter, 
2021). According to the discussions, not only the degree or extent of objective and 
subjective well-being depends on social and cultural factors but also how well-being 
is experienced. As Kitayama and Markus write, “it is not just that different things 
make people happy in different cultural contexts—this is obviously the case. More 
significantly it is the ways of ‘being well’ (…) that are different (2000: 114–115), 
depending on how the concept of ‘well’ and ‘being’ are defined and practiced.”

The aim of the CUWB study to this background is to reconstruct child well-being 
as a social and cultural construct from the perspective of children. The CUWB study 
is thus methodologically located in the sociology of childhood approach with its 
central concepts of the child as a social actor (Corsaro, 2017) and of childhood as 
a generational order (Alanen, 2009). One of the challenges for research that starts 
from children’s perspectives is to not authenticate children’s voices (Fattore et al., 
2019; Hunner-Kreisel & Kuhn, 2010; Machold, 2015), and instead to systemati-
cally include the social and cultural contexts into the analysis. For this purpose, the 
CUWB study uses various epistemological approaches, e.g., standpoint theory, the 
sociology of knowledge or discourse theory (see Fegter, 2021), as well as ecologi-
cal and socio-spatial theories. The data collections follow a shared research protocol 
that involves qualitative interviews, participant observations, or group discussion 
and applies a variety of child-oriented methods that aim to offer children appropriate 
forms of articulation in the context of each specific local condition (Fattore et al., 
2021; Mogensen et al., 2023).

The Berlin part of the CUWB study started in 2015 and follows the principles 
and concepts of the CUWB protocol with changing thematic focuses (e.g., urban 
well-being, digital well-being, well-being during the Covid-19 pandemic, and well-
being in out-of-school learning contexts), conducting qualitative interviews, city 
walks, and participant observations with children between the ages of 8 and 12 years 
old. This paper is based on semi-structured qualitative interviews that we conducted 
in Berlin in the spring of 2021 when Germany had been under a nationwide lock-
down for several months. All children were, with only few exceptions, at home at the 
time experiencing distance learning via digital platforms or other digital media. The 
interviews were conducted as video interviews, one to one, via WebEx. We inter-
viewed nine children between the ages of 11 and 14 who had attended a youth group 
with a Christian background in the eastern part of Berlin before the pandemic.

The sampling was aimed at interviewing a socially diverse group of children. 
Several authors such as Budde et al., (2022a, 2022b) and Andresen et al. (2020) 
note that children rarely spoke for themselves in studies on the pandemic and that 
when they did, the samples were often socially biased. By building on an exist-
ing contact to the youth group, which is attended by children from very different 
socioeconomic backgrounds, we were able to reach and include children in the 
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study who most likely would not take part in others studies. Our sample thus con-
sists of children from different socioeconomic backgrounds. However, all except 
one attend a gymnasium, which is a type of school with a strong emphasis on aca-
demic learning (maybe comparable to British grammar schools or US preparatory 
high schools).

For approaching the children and obtaining their consent, we followed an ethi-
cal approach that makes the children’s own decision crucial for their participation 
in the interviews and treats consent as an ongoing process (e.g., Fattore et  al., 
2016: 21ff.). In order to enable informed consent, the children were informed in 
detail and in advance about the aim of the project and the procedure and content 
of the interviews and the data processing. They were also informed about their 
right to refuse to answer, and it was made clear that participation is voluntary at 
any time. By choosing a way of explanation that was appropriate to the age and 
individual needs of the children, it was ensured that the children understood and 
were able to comprehend all information. While the research practice in Germany 
has long been dominated and shaped by the assumption that children’s participa-
tion in scientific studies legally requires parental consent, recent considerations 
indicate that this is not necessarily the case (Fischer & März, 2023). However, 
for ethical reasons and to provide reassurance to both parents and children, we 
decided to involve the parents in the process and obtained their consent before 
conducting the interviews.

The interviews were all conducted digitally via a video conferencing tool due to 
the pandemic restrictions. All the children were free to choose from where they did 
the interviews; eventually, they all took part from their children’s room, sometimes 
in the presence of their siblings with whom they share the room. They were also 
free to choose whether to leave the camera on or off. Some of the children seemed 
grateful for the opportunity to be allowed to turn the camera off. In the interviews, 
they were asked to talk about their everyday experiences during the pandemic, using 
the adapted CUWB protocol for the Covid-19 experiences, which are about family, 
leisure time and friendships, and school experiences.

For the analysis, we worked with a discourse analysis approach (Fegter, 2021). 
Its concept of discourse refers to a praxeological reading of Foucault (Wrana, 2015). 
Different to approaches that conceptualize discourses as distinct formations con-
sisting of a number of statements, the praxeological reading defines discourse as a 
performative, iterative practice of relating objects, concepts, subject positions, and 
strategies (Foucault, 2010/1972: 46) and takes place at the micro-level of each state-
ment. This discursive practice is conceptualized as a cultural context through which 
individuals’ practices of meaning-making are enabled and limited at the same time. 
The Berlin CUWB study adopts this approach, analyzing what children say and how 
discursive practices constitute their understandings of well-being as a cultural con-
struct in situ. The analytical questions for the interview data were:

1. What advantages and disadvantages of distance learning during the school lock-
downs do the interview participants highlight?

2. Which differentiations, norms, concepts, and subject positions constitute these 
statements?
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3. Which concepts of school-related well-being emerge with the statements and 
which structural features of school can be reconstructed as relevant for their well-
being in learning environments?

The experience of contingency is methodologically fruitful as it invites to high-
light and construct similarities and differences between schooling before and during 
the pandemic as well as to assess and evaluate these differences (e.g., as better or 
worse, new or the same, important or unimportant, or normal or unusual). Analyti-
cally speaking, it prompts a way of speaking that involves evaluative differentiations, 
which help to (re)construct how concepts of well and being as well as concepts of 
school-related well-being are (re)produced and shifted and thus to reconstruct well-
being as a cultural construct.

Findings on Visibility as a Key Element of School‑Related Well‑Being 
from Children’s Perspective

Less Exposure, More Joy, Being Embodied: The Learning Self in the Context 
of New In/Visibilities in Online Teaching

Visibility, as a key feature of schools and well-being from children’s perspective, is 
one of the first preliminary findings that is outlined in more detail at a micro-analytical 
level in the following section, starting with a statement from Anton, a 13-year-old 
boy, who is asked by the interviewer what he sees as an advantage of the current 
school situation. Anton answers:

“Um, with me it is that you can simply turn off the camera when you//you can-
not do that, uh, in live classes, you cannot just put a cardboard box over your-
self so that the others cannot see you. And there (.) it is just a click and (.) the 
camera is off. […] Or you can simply mute yourself […].”
Anton (13 y.), lines 430–435

Anton is referring to the video conferencing tools that mediate the online class-
room interaction. Being able to mute your microphone, to turn off your camera, and 
thus to limit one’s own visibility and audibility, are something that he highlights as 
positive and as an advantage compared to the former “live classes” as he calls them. 
The image or allegory of putting a cardboard box over oneself gives an idea what the 
positive aspect is about, namely, to be able to hide oneself (“to put a cardboard box 
over oneself”) and to hide oneself from the gaze of others (“so that the others cannot 
see you”). School comes into focus here as a place that exposes the individual con-
stantly to the gaze of others, the institution, the classmates, the teachers, and where 
it is difficult to find a place to hide or withdraw. Online learning is constructed as an 
advantage in this respect: It offers opportunities to escape, order, limit, and regulate 
one’s own visibility and the degree of exposure to the gaze of others in a more self-
determined way, and with “just a click.”
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Next to the aspect of less exposure to the gaze of others, the interviewed chil-
dren address further advantages and disadvantages that they associate with the 
new possibilities to regulate their visibility and audibility in the digital classroom 
setting. Finn, a 12-year-old boy, explains:

“Well, it is that you can just go away, um, even during video conferences. 
No one is looking, you can just make yourself a cup of hot chocolate down-
stairs or get an ice cream or something.”
Finn (12 y.), lines 286–288

When asked what he likes about the current school situation, Finn mentions the 
possibility of briefly leaving his room during online lessons to get something to 
eat and drink, a hot chocolate, an ice cream (perhaps something that tastes good 
and that feels good). The new order of visibility and invisibility in the digital 
classroom allows him, from his point of view, to move more freely during class, 
not to be present all the time, to eat and drink something while learning, perhaps 
also to reward himself with an ice cream or a hot chocolate. Rosa, a 12-year-old 
girl, highlights something similar talking about learning from home:

“When you are at home, you can just read whenever you want and just sit 
down somewhere in between, just relax, and at school you can just, you just 
always have to keep to it.”
Rosa (12 y.), lines 53–57

This expanded scope of agency and freedom to follow individual needs and 
interests during class is often causally linked to non-visibility in the classroom; it 
is possible, as Finn says, because “no one is looking.”

Thus, visibility (the panoptic nature of the traditional school) is also con-
structed from the children’s perspective as a key disciplinary principle of school 
that subjects and disciplines their bodies, their movements, and their individual 
needs according to the norms of the school. This also includes the fulfilment of 
curricular tasks. Duc, a 14-year-old boy, tells the interviewer, for example:

“I got an exercise for my course the day before yesterday, something like 
‘climbing the stairs’. Nobody does it. Nobody wants to do it. Everyone is 
demotivated. But at school you are just forced to do it because you are seen 
and stuff like that.”
Duc (14 y.), lines 462–464

Being seen is emphasized here as the critical moment that forces him and the 
other students to do tasks they do not really want to do.

In summary, the student’s freedom to control or regulate their own visibility and 
audibility in the digital classroom to a greater extent is defined here as a characteristic 
and an advantage of online teaching. From the children’s point of view, visibility 
becomes apparent as a structural principle of school that is significant to their 
well-being, as they first associate it with the individual’s vulnerability to the gaze 
of others, which they can hardly escape in the place of school, and, second, 
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as they highlight visibility as a central disciplinary principle that subjects and 
controls their individual bodies, minds, and needs to the norms of the school.

The student’s needs that emerge “in the invisible,” just as the final comment, do 
not seem entirely inappropriate for learning processes: being able to eat and drink 
during learning, being able to move or get around, being able to relax in between, 
and being able to withdraw from others whose company could not be chosen 
voluntarily.

Technologically Conditioned Agency as an Ambivalent Freedom

There is another time-related element of the new visibility order in the digital 
classroom, which is also associated with the phrase “it is just a click.” When asked 
what he sees as advantages of the current school situation, 13-year-old Anton also 
answers:

“Um, with me it is that you can simply turn off the camera when you//you 
cannot do that, uh, in live classes, you cannot just put a cardboard box over 
yourself so that the others cannot see you. And there it is just a click and (.) the 
camera is off. […] Or you can simply mute yourself […].”
Anton (13 y.), lines 430–434

The phrase “it is just a click” indicates what is not possible in the regular class-
room or in the analogue world in general: to withdraw with just a small movement 
of the finger from the gaze of others in a matter of seconds. The changed technologi-
cal conditions of classroom interaction make the regulation of one’s own visibility 
and audibility therefore not only possible but also extremely simple. The phrase “it 
is just a click” appears several times in the interviews and indicates how unusual 
this aspect is and how much it contrasts with the experience of school as a physical 
place in a geographic location that requires a much more time-consuming arrival 
and departure and where social expectations also make it much less feasible for indi-
viduals to simply walk away from. In the digital classroom, however, this is pos-
sible “with just a click,” and whether it was intentional, a technological problem, 
or an oversight usually remains unclear and is socially more difficult for others to 
interpret.

Considering the control and disciplinary function that the children ascribe to the 
structural feature of visibility in school, this means that the new technological condi-
tions associated with the digital tools of classroom interaction shift the power bal-
ance in favor of the students: they experience a wider range of opportunity to escape 
from the control of the school/class/teacher at any time and “with just a click” almost 
effortlessly. They are in the position to decide for themselves whether and how long 
they show themselves and whether and how long they expose themselves, which 
ultimately undermine a central feature of school’s power over students. People who 
know that situation, e.g., with students at the university from the other perspective, 
probably sympathize with the teachers struggling to get the attention and to establish 
a symmetrical conversation in terms of visibility. Nevertheless, the children’s prac-
tices and experiences demonstrate how “powerless” the students are in the normal 
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face-to-face lessons with respect to control over their own visibility. From this per-
spective, the new technological setting empowers students in their interaction with 
the teacher and in their relationship with the institution in the sense that they have a 
greater scope of action and more realistic options to decide about their presence and 
absence.

However, this simple and quick regulation of one’s own visibility is not only the-
matized as a positive freedom but also as a risky and seductive freedom as well. 
This becomes clear in the following passage, in which Hanna, a 14-year-old girl, 
answers the question of the interviewer what she does not like about the current 
school situation and what should change quickly from her perspective:

“And above all, you can get distracted very quickly, so if you are doing school 
on a laptop, then you are just one click away from Netflix or online shopping 
and something. That is all relatively close together. Or Instagram, that is right 
next to it and there is nothing to stop me from clicking on it. It is just one click. 
And then you get lost there and (.) it takes a while to get back.”
Hanna (14 y.), lines 322–327

Hanna problematizes that the online learning from home with her laptop quickly 
distracts her in class. She explains this by explaining that with the laptop one is 
“just one click away” from other activities such as streaming platforms or websites 
for online shopping. While the statement “there is nothing to stop me from clicking 
on it” could, isolated, give the impression that Hanna is talking about positive self-
determination and freedom from external control, the following sentence, “And then 
you get lost there and it takes a while to get back,” links the experience with loss of 
control and security. There is nothing standing between Hanna and the fateful click, 
and if she follows this temptation, she gets lost.

In summary, the children construct the changed technological conditions of 
online classrooms and of regulating their own visibility and presence in the class-
room as an ambivalent freedom. Although the children appreciate the new freedom 
and experience it as enhancing their well-being, they also deal with it in a critical 
way and reflect on self-responsibility to maintain control over themselves as a chal-
lenge, sometimes even as an overload.

Conclusion

The aim of the paper was to contribute to theoretical considerations on well-being 
in school environments with a qualitative approach that starts from the assump-
tion that well-being is a social and cultural construct and argues for including 
children’s voices into the process of knowledge production. At the level of meth-
odology, the aim of the paper was to argue for the analytical value of the expe-
rience of contingency during the Covid-19 pandemic. As the analysis demon-
strated, children’s reflections on different school routines and new learning and 
teaching practices provide fruitful data to reconstruct relevant aspects of school-
related well-being from children’s perspectives, including aspects that might have 
seemed so self-evident or unquestionable before the pandemic that they were 
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less likely to be mentioned. At the level of findings, the paper has outlined, with 
respect to visibility as a key feature of well-being in school environments from 
children’s perspectives, that they make relevant for experiences of agency, secu-
rity, and self. Visibility in school is constructed as a medium of control that sub-
jects their bodies (their need to eat, move, drink, and reward themselves while 
learning) to norms of the school and constantly exposes the individual self to the 
gaze of others leaving hardly any room for withdrawal. Conversely, visibility in 
the school space is also constructed as providing security, as unsupervised and 
unobserved actions on the internet and the digital sphere are associated with a 
sense of getting lost and losing control. By addressing and negotiating the rele-
vance of visibility, the children take up a specific characteristic of school that was 
elaborated and became the subject of pedagogical reflections particularly through 
Foucault’s work on the transformation of power relations (Foucault, 1977/1975; 
Grabau & Rieger-Ladich, 2014; Pongratz, 2004). This shows how the experience 
of contingency due to radical changes caused by the pandemic and the realization 
that school could be different not only reveals the panoptic structure of the tradi-
tional school as a regime of visibility, it also emphasizes its relation to school-
related well-being and marks this relationship (and the disciplining function of 
the panoptic structure) as one that becomes significant for well-being in differ-
ent ways as it constrains agency on the one hand but also provides a sense of 
security on the other hand. In this sense, the children’s reflections inform discus-
sions on educational well-being as they stimulate reconsiderations of the pano-
ptic structure of school as relevant to school-related well-being from children’s 
perspective.

The relevance of these findings for research, practitioners, and policy arises 
from challenges that schools are facing. Schools have changed during the pan-
demic because students and teachers have changed. These current transforma-
tions need to be included into theoretical and professional concepts on school-
related well-being. While the current discourse focuses on negative aspects of 
the pandemic for children, experiences during the pandemic with new learning 
arrangements also have epistemic potential. Listening to children’s voices, e.g., 
in regard to aspects of visibility in digital learning arrangements, provides an 
opportunity to re-think and improve schools systematically under the perspec-
tives of well-being and of developing as an individual and a citizen. This does not 
mean to reduce well-being in schools to the idea of just happiness. A school is a 
normalizing institution, and the children reflect this very clearly. One conclusion 
would be to engage in a concept of well-being that includes the ability to place 
oneself in a differentiated and critical relationship to the demands of the institu-
tion and to integrate visibility as a key structural element of schools into these 
considerations.

Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL. This study is part of the CUWB 
Berlin project.



427

1 3

Visibility and Well‑Being in School Environments: Children’s…

Declarations 

Conflict of Interest The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as 
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is 
not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission 
directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen 
ses/ by/4. 0/.

References

Alanen, L. (2009). Generational order. In J. Overtrup, W. A. Corsaro, & M.-S. Honig (Eds.), Palgrave 
handbook of childhood studies (pp. 159–174). Palgrave Macmillan.

Andresen, S., Lips, A., Möller, R., Rusack, T., Schroer, W., Thomas, S., & Wilmes, J. (2020). Kinder, 
Eltern und ihre Erfahrungen während der Corona-Pandemie. Erste Ergebnisse der bundesweiten 
Studie KiCo. Universitätsverlag Hildesheim. https:// doi. org/ 10. 18442/ 121

Andresen, S. (2010). Bildungsmotivation in bildungsfernen Gruppen und Schichten. In G. Quenzel & K. 
Hurrelmann (Eds.), Bildungsverlierer: Neue Ungleichheiten (499-517). Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1007/ 978-3- 531- 92576-9_ 23

Andresen, S. (2014). Educational science and child well-being. In A. Ben-Arieh, F. Casas, I. Frønes, & J. 
E. Korbin (Eds.), Handbook of child wellbeing. Theories, methods and policies in global perspective 
(249–279). Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978- 90- 481- 9063-8

Australian Student Well-being Framework (2018). https:// stude ntwel lbein ghub. edu. au/ media/ 9310/ aswf_ 
bookl et. pdf

Ben-Arieh, A. (2008). The child indicator movement: Past, present, and future. Child Indicators 
Research, 1, 3–16. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s12187- 007- 9003-1

Ben-Arieh, A., Casas, F., Frønes, I., & Korbin, J. E. (2014). Handbook of child wellbeing Theories, meth-
ods and policies in global perspective. Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978- 90- 481- 9063-8

Berkowitz, R., Moore, H., Astor, R. A., & Benbenishty, R. (2017). A research synthesis of the associa-
tions between socioeconomic background, inequality, school climate, and academic achievement. 
Review of Educational Research, 87(2), 425–469. https:// doi. org/ 10. 3102/ 00346 54316 669821

Bremm, N., & Racherbäumer, K. (2020). Dimensionen der (Re-)Produktion von Bildungsbenachteiligung 
in sozialräumlich deprivierten Schulen im Kontext der Corona-Pandemie. In D. Fickermann & B. 
Edelstein (Eds.), “Langsam vermisse ich die Schule…”. Schule während und nach der Corona-Pan-
demie (202–215). Waxmann.

Budde, J., Lengyel, D., Böning, C., Claus, C., Weuster, N., Doden, K., & Schroedler, T. (2022). Schule in 
Distanz – Kindheit in Krise. Auswirkungen der Covid-19 Pandemie auf Wohlbefinden und Lebens-
bedingungen von Kindern und Jugendlichen. Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978-3- 658- 36942-2

Budde, J., & Lengyel, D. (2022). Schule in Distanz – Kindheit in Krise. Eine Einleitung. In J. Budde, D. 
Lengyel, C. Böning, C. Claus, N. Weuster, K. Doden, & T. Schroedler (Eds.), Schule in Distanz – 
Kindheit in Krise. Auswirkungen der Covid-19 Pandemie auf Wohlbefinden und Lebensbedingungen 
von Kindern und Jugendlichen (1–16).Springer.

Budde, J., Lengyel, D., Claus, C., Weuster, N., Schroedler, T., Böning, C., Doden, K., & Geßner, J. 
(2022b). Ermüdete Normalisierung – Wohlbefinden und soziale Beziehungen von Grundschul-
kindern und ihren Familien während der Covid-19 Pandemie. In J. Budde & D. Lengyel (Eds.), 
Schule in Distanz – Kindheit in Krise. Auswirkungen der Covid-19 Pandemie auf Wohlbefinden und 
Lebensbedingungen von Kindern und Jugendlichen (19–51). Springer.

Bujard, M., Driesch, E. v. D., Ruckdeschel, K., Laß, I., Thönnissen, C., Schumann, A., & Schneider, N. F. 
(2021). Belastungen von Kindern, Jugendlichen und Eltern in der Corona-Pandemie. Bundesinstitut 
für Bevölkerungsforschung (BiB). https:// doi. org/ 10. 12765/ bro- 2021- 02

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.18442/121
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-92576-9_23
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-92576-9_23
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-90-481-9063-8
https://studentwellbeinghub.edu.au/media/9310/aswf_booklet.pdf
https://studentwellbeinghub.edu.au/media/9310/aswf_booklet.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-007-9003-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-90-481-9063-8
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654316669821
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-36942-2
https://doi.org/10.12765/bro-2021-02


428 S. Fegter, M. Kost 

1 3

Cefai, C., & Spiteri Pizzuto, S. A. (2021). The voices of young children experiencing difficulties at 
school. In T. Fattore, S. Fegter & C. Hunner-Kreisel (Eds.), Children’s Concepts of Well-being. 
Challenges in International Comparative Qualitative Research (137–150). Springer.

Corsaro, W. A. (2017). The sociology of childhood (5th ed.). Sage Publishing.
Council of Europe (n.d.): Improving well-being at school. Retrieved June 18, 2022, from https:// www. 

coe. int/ en/ web/ campa ign- free- to- speak- safe- to- learn/ impro ving- well- being- at- school
Drake, G., Mason, J., Fattore, T., Mogensen, L., Felloon, J., Edenborough, M., & Felton, R. (2021). 

School and well-being: education, self-determination and adult-imposed aspirations. In T. Fattore, 
S. Fegter & C. Hunner-Kreisel (Eds.), Children’s concepts of well-being. challenges in international 
comparative qualitative research (95–111). Springer.

Ecarius, J. (2018): Wellbeing of adolescents as a requirement for education in late modernity. In Educa-
tion in Modern Society BCES Conference Books, 16(207–212). Bulgarian Comparative Education 
Society.

Erdem, C., & Kaya, M. (2021). Socioeconomic status and wellbeing as predictors of students’ academic 
achievement: Evidence from a developing country. Cambridge University Press. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1017/ jgc. 2021. 10

Fattore, T., Mason, J., & Watson, E. (2016). Children’s understandings of well-being. Springer. https:// 
doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978- 94- 024- 0829-4

Fattore, T., Fegter, S., & Hunner-Kreisel, C. (2019). Methodological considerations and innovations in 
child-centered qualitative research on children’s well-being. Child Indicators Research, 12(2), 
385–408.

Fattore, T., Fegter, S., & Hunner-Kreisel, C. (2021). Children’s concepts of well-being challenges in 
international comparative qualitative research. Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978-3- 030- 67167-9

Fegter, S. (2021): Child well-being as a cultural construct: Analytical reflections and an example of digi-
tal cultures. In T. Fattore, S. Fegter, & C. Hunner-Kreisel (Eds.), Children’s concepts of well-being. 
Challenges in international comparativ qualitative research. Springer.

Fickermann, D., & Edelstein, B. (2020). “Langsam vermisse ich die Schule ... ”. Schule während und 
nach der Corona-Pandemie. In D. Fickermann & B. Edelstein (Eds.), „Langsam vermisse ich die 
Schule…“. Schule während und nach der Corona-Pandemie (9–33). Waxmann. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
25656/ 01: 20227

Fischer, L., & März, S. (2023, forthcoming). Data protection practice in research with children as an 
ethical inequality problem. In: L. Mogensen, S. Fegter, L. Fischer, J. Mason & T. Fattore (2023): 
Qualitative Fieldwork with children: The importance of context when facilitating children’s voices 
on well-being across nations. Bristol University Press.

Foucault, M. (1977/1975). Discipline and punish. The birth of the prison. Pantheon Books.
Foucault, M. (2010/1972). The archaeology of knowledge and the discourse on language. Pantheon 

Books.
García Bacete, F. J., Perrin, G. M., Schneider, B. H., & Blanchard, C. (2014). “Effects of school on the 

well-being of children”. In A. Ben-Arieh, F. Casas, I. Frønes & J. E. Korbin, (Eds.), Handbook of 
child wellbeing. Theories, methodsandpolicies in global perspective (1251–1305). Springer.

Grabau, C. & Rieger-Ladich, M. (2014). Schule als Disziplinierungs- und Machtraum. Eine Foucault-
Lektüre. In J. Hagedorn (2014), Jugend, Schule und Identität. Selbstwerdung und Identitätskon-
struktionen im Kontext Schule (63–80). Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978-3- 658- 03670-6

Holzer, J., Bürger, S., Samek-Krenkel, S., Spiel, C., & Schober, B. (2021). Conceptualisation of students’ 
school-related well-being: Students’ and teachers’ perspectives. Educational Research, 63(4), 474–
496. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1080/ 00131 881. 2021. 19871 52

Horlacher, R. (2015). The educated subject and the German concept of Bildung: A comparative cultural 
history (1st ed.). Routledge. https:// doi. org/ 10. 4324/ 97813 15814 667

Hunner-Kreisel C. & Kuhn, M. (2010): Children’s perspectives: Methodological critiques and empiri-
cal Studies. In S. Andresen, I. Diehm, U. Sander, & H. Ziegler (Eds.), Children and the good 
life. New challenges for research on children (pp. 115–118). Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 
978- 90- 481- 9219-9

Hüpping, B., Kubandt, M., & Kekeritz, M. (2022). Pandemiebedingte Homeschoolingphasen aus der Per-
spektive von Grundschulkindern – Zwischen Herausforderung und Bewältigung. In J. Budde & D. 
Lengyel (Eds.), Schule in Distanz – Kindheit in Krise. Auswirkungen der Covid-19 Pandemie auf 
Wohlbefinden und Lebensbedingungen von Kindern und Jugendlichen (19–51). Springer.

https://www.coe.int/en/web/campaign-free-to-speak-safe-to-learn/improving-well-being-at-school
https://www.coe.int/en/web/campaign-free-to-speak-safe-to-learn/improving-well-being-at-school
https://doi.org/10.1017/jgc.2021.10
https://doi.org/10.1017/jgc.2021.10
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-024-0829-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-024-0829-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-67167-9
https://doi.org/10.25656/01:20227
https://doi.org/10.25656/01:20227
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-03670-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2021.1987152
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315814667
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-90-481-9219-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-90-481-9219-9


429

1 3

Visibility and Well‑Being in School Environments: Children’s…

Kitayama, S., & Markus, H. R. (2000). The pursuit of happiness and the realization of sympathy: Cultural 
patterns of self, social relations, and well-being. In E. Diener & E. M. Suh (Eds.), Culture and sub-
jective well-being (113–161). The MIT Press.

Konu, A., & Rimpelä, M. (2002). Well-being in schools: A conceptual model. Health Promotion Interna-
tional, 17(1), 79–87. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1093/ heapro/ 17.1. 79

Langmeyer, A. N., Guglhör-Rudan, A., Naab, T., Urlen, M., & Winklhofer, U. (2020). Kind sein in Zeiten 
von Corona: Ergebnisbericht zur Situation von Kindern während des

Lavis, P., & Robson, C. (2015). Promoting children and young people’s emotional health and wellbeing: 
A whole school and college approach. Public Health England.

Machold, C. (2015). Kinder und Differenz. Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978-3- 531- 19379-3
Mogensen, L., Fegter, S., Fischer, L., Mason, J., & Fattore, Tobia (2023): Qualitative field work with chil-

dren: The importance of context when facilitating children’s voices on well-being across nations. 
Bristol University Press.

Newland, L. A., DeCino, D., Mourlam, D., & Strouse, G. A. (2019). School climate, emotions, and rela-
tionships: Children’s experiences of well-being in the Midwestern US. International Journal of 
Emotional Education, 11(1), 67–83.

Nigel, T., Graham, A., Powell, M. A., & Fitzgerald, R. (2016). Conceptualisations of children’s well-
being at school: The contribution of recognition theory. Childhood, 23(4), 506–520. https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1177/ 09075 68215 622802

OECD (2019). PISA 2018 Results (Volume III): What school life means for students’ lives. OECD Pub-
lishing. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1787/ acd78 851- en

Pongratz, L. A. (2004). Freiwillige Selbstkontrolle. Schule zwischen Disziplinar- und Kontrollgesells-
chaft. In N. Ricken & M. Rieger-Ladich (Eds.), Michel Foucault: Pädagogische Lektüren (243–
259). Springer. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ 978-3- 322- 85159-8

Schleicher, A. (2020, May 15). OECD-Report. Pisa-Studie soll angesichts Corona-Krise soziale Kompe-
tenzen berücksichtigen. Focus. Retrieved June 18, 2022, from https:// www. focus. de/ famil ie/ schule/ 
oecd- report- pisa- studie- soll- anges ichts- corona- krise- sozia le- kompe tenzen- berue cksic htigen_ id_ 
11994 084. html

Thomas, N., Graham, A., Powell, M. A., & Fitzgerald, R. (2016). Conceptualisations of children’s well-
being at school: The contribution of recognition theory. Childhood, 23, 506–520. https:// doi. org/ 10. 
1177/ 09075 68215 622802

UNESCO (2020). Adverse consequences of school closures. Retrieved June 18, 2022, from  https:// en. 
unesco. org/ covid 19/ educa tionr espon se/ conse quenc es

Wacker, A., Unger, V., & Rey, T. (2020). “Sind doch Corona-Ferien, oder nicht? ”. Befunde einer 
Schüler*innenbefragung zum “Fernunterricht”. In D. Fickermann & B. Edelstein (Eds.), “Langsam 
vermisse ich die Schule ...”. Schule während und nach der Corona-Pandemie (79–94). Waxmann.

Wrana, D. (2015). Zur Methodik einer Analyse diskursiver Praktiken. In F. Schäfer, A. Daniel & F. 
Hildebrandt (Eds.), Methoden einer Soziologie der Praxis (121–143). transcript.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/17.1.79
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-531-19379-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568215622802
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568215622802
https://doi.org/10.1787/acd78851-en
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-322-85159-8
https://www.focus.de/familie/schule/oecd-report-pisa-studie-soll-angesichts-corona-krise-soziale-kompetenzen-beruecksichtigen_id_11994084.html
https://www.focus.de/familie/schule/oecd-report-pisa-studie-soll-angesichts-corona-krise-soziale-kompetenzen-beruecksichtigen_id_11994084.html
https://www.focus.de/familie/schule/oecd-report-pisa-studie-soll-angesichts-corona-krise-soziale-kompetenzen-beruecksichtigen_id_11994084.html
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568215622802
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568215622802
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse/consequences
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse/consequences

	Visibility and Well-Being in School Environments: Children’s Reflections on the “New Normal” of Teaching and Learning during the Covid-19 Pandemic
	Abstract 
	Introduction 
	Child Well-Being in Educational Research
	Methodology
	Findings on Visibility as a Key Element of School-Related Well-Being from Children’s Perspective
	Less Exposure, More Joy, Being Embodied: The Learning Self in the Context of New InVisibilities in Online Teaching
	Technologically Conditioned Agency as an Ambivalent Freedom

	Conclusion
	References


