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Abstract
This paper seeks to problematize the migration of the school device in the virtual modality – online clas-
ses – as a consequence of the health contingency caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus. Students’ written ex-
periences were collected and a non-standardized questionnaire was applied between November 2020 
and January 2021 to nursing students of the Instituto de Estudios Avanzados Universitarios and students 
of Sociology at the Universidad Autónoma de Puebla, both located in the City of Puebla, Mexico. Using 
the information obtained, some of the material conditions that higher education students have faced are 
presented, pointing to time, space and physical problems that students have experienced throughout the 
online classes. Likewise, the discipline, control and surveillance characteristics of the school device are 
analyzed, in order to problematize its interference in the family space.

Key words: device – school – COVID-19 – education – discipline.

Introduction
As a response to the health crisis brought on by the SARS-CoV-2 virus in Mexico and the world, 
schools had to migrate their teaching and learning processes into the virtual space. In this res-
pect, the health contingency not only accelerated the migration of practically every educational 
process, but also outlined a number of advantages and novelties: the use of teaching platforms, 
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digital teaching tools, technological innovation applied to virtual environments, and the deve-
lopment of educational strategies for the so-called “hybrid education”.1

However, this migration brought with it – and also visualized – a number of problems rela-
ted to the material and possibility conditions of teachers and students in the migration, such as 
the fact of not having a technological device that allowed them to take classes online, having a 
deficient access to the internet that makes learning more difficult, rather than easier, or simply 
not being familiar with the “new” technological tools required to teach or take classes online.

The situation raised a number of questions: What implications emerged from this migra-
tion? What happened with the students’ material conditions to learn? Which phenomena come 
into play in this migration to online learning? Thus, this text proposes to problematize the mi-
gration of the “school device”2 produced throughout capitalistic modernity as a mechanism for 
the discipline, control, surveillance and production of subjectivities, which under the circum-
stances of the Covid-19 pandemic migrated into the space of the family.

For our approach to these problems, we present an analysis emanated from the systemati-
zation of the experiences of 76 Nursing students at the Institute of Advanced University Studies 
(IDEAUNI, Instituto de Estudios Avanzados Universitarios), based on which we created a non-
standardized questionnaire with 29 questions. The questionnaire was applied to 211 students: 
139 from the Bachelor’s degree in Sociology of the Benemérita Universidad Autónoma de Pue-
bla (BUAP), and 72 of the Bachelor’s degree in Nursing of the IDEAUNI, in November 2020 and 
January 2021.

The observations and analyses obtained through this questionnaire help us to reflect on 
the material and possibility conditions in which the experience of forced migration of in-clas-
sroom education to online education due to Covid-19 took place for the students.

This also opens a path to problematize the institution of the school as a socio-historical 
construction, and the directing of instituted and unspoken practices and discourse produced 
through the “school device”. 

Finally, we discuss the space-time displacement of this device caused by the pandemic and 
its conflictive encounter with the social, albeit intimate, space of the household. In this respect, 
we believe that the clash produced by the forced migration expresses the tension between two 
institutions fundamental to social life in modern capitalism: education and the family. Thus, our 
conclusions seek to shed light on some implications of the “invasion” of the family and home 
territory by the school device.

1 The software Company Microsoft Inc. has created a platform of support to educational staff through Microsoft Education Center to promote 

the use of the company’s digital tools, platforms and software to create “hybrid learning” environments in “intermediary classrooms”. 

Cfr. https://education.microsoft.com/es-419/course/3566b4ff/overview; Fullan, M.; J. Quinn; M. Drummy; M. Gardner (2020), Education 

Reimagined; The Future of Learning. New Pedagogies for Deep Learning; Microsoft Education. http://aka.ms/HybridLearningPaper 

2 For the time being, we define the school device as a notion that refers to a social forma with the ability to capture, determine, intercept, shape, 

control, and ensure gestures, behavior, opinions, and discourse. As such, it is the result of the intercrossing of relationships of power and 

knowledge (Foucault, 2013; García, 2014). 

about:blank
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Methodology
Our research consisted of two processes which themselves include an instrument for each one. 
First, we observed the educational experiences of the online education of the students during 
the pandemic, between March and October 2020. This observation was conducted through the 
systematization of experiences through the grounded theory. 

In the second part we applied a questionnaire to 211 students: 139 from the Bachelor’s 
degree in Sociology of the BUAP, and 72 of the Bachelor’s degree in Nursing of the IDEAUNI, in 
November 2020 and January 2021. The systematization and analysis of the data obtained re-
mained at a descriptive level, since our research did not aim to corroborate any hypothesis nor 
standardize the instrument. For this reason, we did not apply logic-arithmetic statistical tests to 
the resulting data base.

In the first stage of observation and systematization we adopted the grounded theory de-
veloped by Glaser and Strauss in 1967, a theoretical-methodological proposal emanated from 
empirical material from which categories and theories are constructed based on the collected 
and systematized experiences (Strauss, Corbin, 1998; Vasilachis, 2007).

This methodology is based on two main strategies: continuous comparison and theoretical 
sampling. The first one is a process of open codification; that is, the comparison of information, 
assigning a name the set of data that contain the same idea. Then an axial codification is con-
ducted, seeking to compare similar ideas or topics to each other, which allows researchers to 
create sets or relate similar ideas and identify the ideas that are repeated or appear with more 
frequency (Strauss, Corbin, 1998; Vasilachis, 2007). With this movement it is possible to relate 
the categories that encompass more central ideas and those that are peripheral. During the 
process of identifying the central category and relating it to the other categories, known as 
selective codification, we may codify the categories related to the most general one (Strauss, 
Corbin, 1998; Vasilachis, 2007).

In the second strategy, the theoretical sampling, we search for a theoretical framework that 
allows us to interpret the data resulting from the categories; that is, those theories that may 
explain the central and the peripheral categories (Strauss, Corbin, 1998; Vasilachis, 2007). Thus, 
it is through the information gathered from reality that “the data is constructed”.

The choice of this theoretical-methodological proposal is set in the context of the online 
classes during the health contingency, since in the early months of the pandemic (March and 
April 2020) both Mayleth and José received a number of comments, opinions and complaints 
about the online classes. However, this information did not go beyond informal conversations 
in the space-time of the classes, and they were interpreted as part of the widespread discomfort 
caused by the social distancing measures adopted in Mexico, such as “staying home” due to the 
pandemic.

However, as the months went by and as a result of the continuation of the lockdown, the 
complaints became more emphatic and were directed towards feelings of “injustice” and “vio-
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lence” on the part of the teachers. Therefore, in order to systematize the students’ information, 
we conducted an exploration to identify those topics and experiences that the students un-
derwent throughout the pandemic.

The first activity consisted of two open questions on the Edmodo platform:3 “Which cha-
llenges have you faced in online classes?” and “Do you believe you have learned ‘the same’ as 
you would have in in-classroom classes?” Eighteen students of the second year of the Bachelor’s 
degree in Nursing of the IDEAUNI answered those questions. Based on the information gathe-
red, topics related mainly to internet connectivity, technology, studying at home, work, family, 
modifications of habits due to the migration from in-classroom classes to online classes, and to 
the learning process, emerged.

The same questions were used for two other groups from the third and fourth year of the 
same Bachelor’s degree program. In this case, students were instructed to write a text to answer 
both questions, underscoring that there was not a minimum nor a maximum number of pages 
for them write their opinions, appraisals and perceptions of the challenges they had faced in 
their online classes from March to October 2020. Fifty-eight students shared their experiences 
in this second moment (10 males and 48 females).

Once we collected their experiences, we began the first open codification process, which 
consisted of organizing the information of the 18 responses on the Edmodo platform and the 
58 experiences of the Nursing students; that is, a total of 76 experiences. 

After organizing the information we conducted the axial codification, which consisted of 
comparing all the responses and topics and ordering them into semantic sets. Then, according 
to the frequency with which certain topics appeared, similar ideas were grouped together. Fi-
nally, we did the selective codification to organize the most frequent ideas into seven central 
categories.4

After their systematization through the grounded theory, we chose four categories to for-
mulate the questions in the questionnaire,5 with the aim of constructing an instrument that 
condensed and made visible those problems identified by the students about online classes 
during the health contingency. 

The categories chosen were: technology, temporality, space, and learning. The first cate-
gory, technology, included connectivity problems, internet connectivity blackouts, not having 
an adequate device to connect or do homework or having one that failed during the classes, 
having to share the device with other family members, having had to get another technolo-

3 Platform used as requested by the General Direction of Incorporation and Validation of Studies (DGIRE) of Mexico’s National Autonomous 

University to teach classes online. It is a free platform with basic functions to upload and register academic activities. 

4 The central categories were technology, teaching, learning, temporality, space, economy and work, and socialization.

5 For reasons having to do with our research, which is ongoing because the application of the questionnaire will be extended to new groups 

and because we do not seek to standardize the instrument, we found it unnecessary and inadequate to annex the full questionnaire. 

However, the reader will notice that the analyses following the questions used in it are quoted as they are found in the questionnaire itself.
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gical device to be able to study online, feeling a lack of knowledge about technology, having 
experienced difficulty in learning how to use a computer, and having experienced difficulty in 
learning how to use platforms. 

The second category, temporality, included ways to manage time, modification of habits 
and routines, effects of the migration of classes to the home space of everyday life and the body. 

The third category, space, addressed topics about noise and distractors, and about the cha-
racteristics of the family space familiar and the household in the context of studying at home. 
And the fourth category, learning, explored the topics of the perception of an increase in school 
work and the general characteristics of online classes.

With the information in these categories we constructed a questionnaire with 29 items 
distributed in: 8 questions about technology, 5 questions about temporality-space, 4 specific 
questions on the effects of online classes on the body, including the perceptions of physical and 
mental tiredness, and 12 questions on the characteristics of school work and online classes. A 
control question was included in all the categories.

This questionnaire was applied through the Google Forms platform. The link to the ques-
tionnaire was sent to the BUAP students in November 2020 and to the IDEAUNI students in Ja-
nuary 2021.

The BUAP sample comprised 139 male and female students aged 18 to 32 of the third, fifth 
and seventh semesters of the Bachelor’s degree in Sociology. The IDEAUNI sample collected the 
responses of 72 male and female students aged 18 to 34 of the first to the fourth year of the 
Bachelor’s degree in Nursing. We should mention that most of the responses in the latter ins-
titution were from students who had not participated in the writing of their experiences with 
online classes. 

Neither sample was constructed probabilistically but with the voluntary and informed par-
ticipation of the students, who constituted on average 45% of the total student population of 
each one of the two Bachelor’s degree programs.

After the application of the questionnaire we began the process of systematization of the 
responses obtained from both samples, analyzing the data independently for each group; that 
is, we analyzed first the data from the BUAP questionnaire and then the data from the IDEAUNI 
questionnaire, with the aim of looking for possible differences between the experiences and 
conditions of each group. Finally, we compared the data obtained in both applications of the 
questionnaire, in order to find similar or shared responses.

We must mention that the Benemérita Universidad Autónoma de Puebla is a public, auto-
nomous and decentralized higher education institution that offers 81 Bachelor’s degree pro-
grams and is located in the city of Puebla. The BUAP is divided by areas: historic downtown, 
main university campus, health sciences area, language school, cultural university complex and 
regional units in different municipalities of the state of Puebla, which include high schools, te-
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chnical schools and Bachelor’s degree programs. The Bachelor’s degree program in Sociology is 
taught at the Law and Social Science School, located in the main campus (Ciudad Universitaria). 
The Institute of Advanced University Studies, incorporated under code 8955 to Mexico’s Natio-
nal Autonomous University, is a private university6 with three campuses, two of them in the city 
of Puebla and the other in the municipality of Atlixco, Puebla. It offers five Bachelor’s degree 
programs: Nursing, Law, Psychology, Architecture, and Physiotherapy. The Nursing students in 
our sample are in one of its campuses in the city of Puebla.

The main differences between the institutions are the costs of the services offered, their 
educational offer, their memberships and accreditations, the size and characteristics of their 
facilities, the number of students and their socio-demographic characteristics.

In that respect, the similarity in the responses of both samples of students was striking. The-
refore, based on the data obtained from both applications of the questionnaire and following 
the assumptions of the grounded theory we built a theoretical framework that allowed us to 
analyze and problematize the information gathered by the instruments applied.

Based on the information gathered, we must point out that the forced migration of the 
teaching and learning processes of students and teachers from the in-classroom to the online 
mode implied two basic assumptions made by the educational authorities: a) the de facto exis-
tence of the material conditions to be able to take classes in this mode, and b) the reproduction 
of the in-classroom school (with everything that it involved) in the space of the family. Howe-
ver, are these assumptions proven in reality? What are the material conditions of the students? 
Which limits has the reproduction of the school device found in the space of the family?

6 The costs of the university vary depending on each Bachelor’s degree program and the scholarships offered by the institution. However, the 

cost is on average between $1,500 and $4,500 Mexican pesos a month, plus the re-enrollment fees, student insurance, student ID card and 

other administrative fees that are paid annually.
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Analysis of the material conditions in the forced migration
This section aims to present and contextualize the material conditions of the students in both 
institutions in terms of access to the technological devices that enable or do not enable them to 
take classes online, the characteristics of the space at home that have repercussions on the 
body of the student as physical and mental tiredness, and the everyday distractors that the stu-
dents find when taking classes online at home. It is worth pointing out that, although the data 

from the Internet Day Press Release 
(2020) show that 70.1% of the popula-
tion aged 6 or older use the internet 
and 44.3% have a computer at home, 
the results of our questionnaire allow 
us to problematize these data, since in 
the forced migration of the classes, the 
students were faced with a number of 
difficulties and particular situations. 
The questionnaire applied showed 
that 87.1% of the BUAP students have 
some kind of device that enables them 
to take classes online, whether a des-

ktop PC, a laptop computer or a tablet.7 Moreover, 82% had a technological device before the 
health contingency began, 6.5% had to buy one, 3.6% borrowed one, and 2.9% do not have 
one. 

Although in general terms we could say that most of the students have technological devi-
ces, 61.1% believed that their devices were not adequate for academic work. Likewise, from the 
87.1% who possess some kind of not all of them use it exclusively, so 48.2% of the students have 
had to use their mobile telephone to take classes because they shared the technological device 
with other members of their family.

This situation turned out to be similar in the IDEAUNI sample, where 88.9% say they have 
a device for online classes and 80% had one before the pandemic, 11.1% had to buy one, 4.2% 
use a borrowed one and 1.4% do not have one. 54.2% believe that their devices are not adequa-
te for school work and 49% have had to use their mobile telephone because they shared the 
technological device with other members of their family. 

Finally, at the time the instrument was applied (November 2020 and January 2021 respec-
tively), 1.4% of the total of the sample said they did not have devices that allowed them to take 
the classes (see Graph1).

7 We must point out that we do not consider a mobile telephone a “pertinent” or “adequate” device to do school work. This consideration was 

explained in the questionnaire.

Graph 1. Own source
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As can be observed, the percentages in both universities are very similar, with slight varia-
tions. In both cases, the responses show the material conditions of the students. Although the 
figures of the access to internet and to technological devices correspond with the data from 
the National Survey on the Availability and Use of Information Technologies in the Households 
(ENDUTIH, 2019),8 our respondents underscored that even though they had internet access and 
technological devices before and during the pandemic, these were not adequate for the forced 
migration of the teaching-learning processes.

To better understand the problems that arose from the forced migration, we can analyze 
the material conditions together with other categories such as the body, a category that was 
operationalized through questions about physical tiredness, mental tiredness, focalization of 
attention and habits linked to sphincter control and the consumption of food, the category 
space, operationalized with specific questions about the characteristics of the space designated 
to take the classes, the category time, about time management, and finally questions about the 
control of distractors, linked to the previous categories. Also, all the information obtained could 
be compared between the school space and the space of the home.

Body: physical and mental tiredness
Within the category of the body, we defined as physical tiredness “any bodily discomfort percei-
ved by you, from a slight numbness to a pain that makes it impossible to continue your activities”, 
and mental tiredness as “any psychological fatigue that makes it difficult or impossible to pro-
cess any kind of information (concentrate in an activity, stay awake, get easily distracted, feeling 

sluggish or clumsy, yawning continuously, 
having difficulty reading, not understanding 
what you read or what you hear, etc.)”.
In this respect, 64% of the BUAP students 
believe that during the online classes they 
have suffered physical tiredness and 90% 
mental tiredness. When comparing online 
classes and in-classroom classes, 63.3% of 
the students said that they could control 
their physical and mental tiredness better in 
the school space than in their home, while 
in the IDEAUNI 67.7% perceive physical tired-
ness and 80.6% mental tiredness, and 54.2% 

of the students said that they could control their physical and mental tiredness better in the 
school space than at home.

8 See https://www.inegi.org.mx/programas/dutih/2019/ 

Graph 2. Own source.
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In the systematization of the experiences, the IDEAUNI students reiterated that one of the 
factors that contributed to their physical and mental tiredness was the increase in the academic 
workload (more homework, activities, readings, etc.). On this issue, 77% of the BUAP students 
believe that their academic workload has increased, and only 13.7% consider it as neutral; that 
is, that it has neither increased nor decreased. At the IDEAUNI, 68% believe that the academic 
workload has increased, while 22.2% consider it as neutral.

Spaces
Another factor identified in the systematization of experiences about tiredness was linked to 
the number of hours that they had to spend in front of a technological device (mobile telepho-
ne, computer, tablets), about which the IDEAUNI students claimed that the light of the screen 
tired their eyesight faster.9 Moreover, in their description of the spaces destined for taking clas-
ses they said that, unlike the school space, they were not adequate.10 For instance, they men-
tioned that their chairs and tables were not ergonomic nor adequate for taking classes for so 
many hours; many had to take classes on their bed because they lacked a desk and because the 
spaces of the living room and the dining room were already occupied by other members of the 
family that had to work at home or take classes in another educational level.

On the other hand, a further factor related to the space were the distractors, of which there 
were three types: external distractors (tamales or gas vendors, dogs barking, children crying, 
fights between neighbors, music, etc.), internal distractors such as the activities for the repro-
duction of life (everyday chores like house cleaning, cooking, etc.), which continuously interfe-
red with the attention needed for the class, and the distractors related to the instability of their 
internet connection or technical problems with their devices, which made students perform 
unanticipated activities to solve those problems.

The information of the systematization of experiences corresponds with the responses to 
the questionnaire, where 55.4% of the BUAP students and 56.9% of the IDEAUNI students said 
they agreed completely with the statement that the school spaces were more adequate to take 
classes when compared to those of their home.

Time
As for the management of the time destined for learning, when comparing in-classroom and 
online classes the students recognize they manage their time better in in-classroom classes. 
70.5% of the BUAP students and 75% of the IDEAUNI students believed that in the school space 
they can manage their time better in regard to their academic activities – doing homework, rea-

9 Information confirmed according to Pérez, Acuña and Rúa (2008). Repercusión visual del uso de las computadoras sobre la salud. Rev. Cubana 

Salud Pública, 34(4). http://scielo.sld.cu/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0864-34662008000400012&lng=es&tlng=es

10 We will discuss later if the spaces of the school device are actually more adequate, or rather what they are adequate for.

about:blank
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ding, writing papers – and that at home, to the contrary, their family dynamics and the situation 
of the contingency complicated managing their time to study. Only 15.8% of the BUAP students 
and 18.1% of the IDEAUNI students stayed neutral; that is, they believed there was no modifica-
tion in their management of their time to study.

On this issue, the students in both universities reiterated that their difficulties in managing 
their time were linked to the fact that they became the “least at risk age group”, so many of them 
were the ones who could leave home to make the purchases needed for the home, increasing 
their housework workload. In other cases, they had to find a job because their parents (bread-
winners) lost their jobs or had their salary reduced. Such situations invariably modified the fa-
mily dynamics, and therefore their time available for studying.

Distractor control
As we pointed out in the previous section, the formulation of questionnaire items on distractor 
control was articulated with the categories of body, space, and time. Throughout the question-
naire we constructed questions addressing the students’ perception of the role of the school in 
the learning and teaching processes, but addressing specifically the control of some processes: 
control over the body, control over time, control over space.

These items were formulated intentionally based on Foucault’s ideas about the disciplinary 
effect of the control devices. Thus, the students were asked to compare their self-control over 
their body, time, and space, in both the university and in the family space.

Their control over their body was operationalized through two questions of a Likert-type 
scale on sphincter control and the consumption of food, and a general control question.11 We 
observed in the control question that 57.5% of the BUAP students and 66.7% of the IDEAUNI 
students agreed with the statement about greater self-control in the school space, at the uni-
versity, compared to the family space familiar, while 22.3% of the BUAP students and 18.1% of 
the IDEAUNI students believed that there was no difference between both spaces, and 20.2% of 
the BUAP students and 15.3% of the IDEAUNI students disagreed with the statement.

Along the same line, the students were asked if “the school institution has control over the 
distractors that may affect my learning”. 45.3% of the BUAP students agreed, 28.1% were neutral 
and 26.7% disagreed. In the case of the IDEAUNI students, 55.6% agreed, 23.6% were neutral and 
20.9% disagreed. 

11 The control statement was: “I control my body better (in regard to my hunger and my urge to go to the restroom) in the school space than 

in the space of my home”. The values for the question were: a) I totally agree; b) I agree; c) I don’t agree nor disagree; d) I disagree; and e) I 

totally disagree.
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However, about their ability to focus their attention better in in-classroom classes, under 
the statement: “I focus my attention better during a class in the school space than in the space 

of my home” we observed a radicalization in their 
responses. 83.4% of the BUAP students and 84.2% 
of the IDEAUNI students agreed totally or agreed, 
while only 8.3% of the BUAP students and 6.5% of 
the IDEAUNI students remained, and 8.4% of the la 
BUAP students and 9.4% of the IDEAUNI students di-
sagreed with the statement.

Based on the information gathered we may, 
on the one hand, contextualize the material and 
possibility conditions in which the students have 
experienced the health contingency. On the other 
hand, this information allows us to view in broad 
strokes some of the material and possibility condi-
tions in which the forced migration of the teaching 
and learning process took place, and thus the im-

pact of the forced adaptations to online classes on the body as well as on the individual and the 
family’s time management. 

Some of these features call our attention to the role played by the school device in the 
process itself, in regard to its control and disposition of the space, the time, the body and the 
distractors for learning, all issues we will discuss in the following section.

However, before we move on to them, another issue arises that might seem obvious but 
that contains important social and political implications to reflect on the evolution of the school 
device, especially in the framework of the forced migration to online schooling spaces and the 
economic crisis in which modern capitalist societies are immersed.

In the information obtained about the material conditions in which online education is 
taking place we notice that there is no significant difference in the ownership/lack of “technolo-
gical devices” and access to internet between the groups surveyed. One would think that those 
who have access to private higher education belong to sectors of the population with higher 
income. However, our data contradict this claim, at least on the level of ownership/lack of the 
material conditions that make online education possible. 

This phenomenon in particular sheds light on the possibility of broader processes of trans-
formation of the school device, at least as far as higher education is concerned, such as the pro-
cess of privatization public education and its elitization via the selection of candidates through 
admission exams.

Graph 3. Own source.
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Through this process – at least in the city of Puebla – we have experienced an exponential 
growth of private universities with “modest” tuitions in recent years,12 many of them with the 
official recognition of public universities, mainly the BUAP but also the UNAM, as is the case of 
the IDEAUNI.

Likewise, the process evidences the blurring of the differentiation between social classes 
and the increasing precariousness of life, at least in the actual possibilities of continuing schoo-
ling with higher education in public or private universities, since in this forced migration both 
types of university demand the ownership of technological devices, spaces allocated in the 
household to carry out school activities, and time enough to do it.

The fact that almost 50% of our total sample shared technological devices with a member 
of the family, over 50% believe that they do not have adequate spaces for academic activities, 
and approximately 70% express having time management problems, is telling of the real con-
ditions in which the forced migration has taken place and of some of the multiple strategies 
adopted by families to get around the demands of the educational institution.

Likewise, the precarious material conditions allow us to glimpse the problem of the struc-
tural violence in the access to education, which was worsened by the forced migration. This 
violence is further increased when the teachers demand from the students a number of gestu-
res – such as turning on their cameras – without taking into account the material conditions in 
which their students carry out their activities.  

These kinds of “strategies” adopted by the teachers were an issue mentioned repeatedly in 
the experiences of the IDEAUNI students, arguing that many of them did not have the “adequate” 
technology; that is, their computer did not have a camera, or if they used their mobile telepho-
ne its battery discharged faster, not allowing them to take their other classes. 

For example, we know that at least 50% of our sample have had to take classes through 
their mobile telephone, but we do not inquire how many of them have had to pay for a data 
plan or prepaid air time cards, although it is obvious that if the teacher demands they turn on 
their cameras this requires a greater consumption of power and money. 

On the other hand, they also mentioned that many of the students were embarrassed by 
the characteristics of their home and did not want to turn on their cameras, and when forced 
to do it they felt exposed or encroached upon their privacy, which led to mockery from their 
classmates or even some teachers.

In order to delve further into this issue in the systematization of experiences two questions 
were included in the questionnaire. The first one was “During this lockdown period, have you 
been required to turn on your camera on at least one occasion?” 74.1% of the BUAP students and 
75% of the IDEAUNI students said that they had been required or forced to turn on their camera.

12 In 2019, Puebla was the Mexican state with the highest number of private universities with a total of 486 (Llaven, Y., 3 September 2019).
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The second question was “In case your previous response was affirmative, do you agree 
with the demand to turn on your camera during online classes?” The students’ responses va-
ried: 18.8% of the BUAP students and 25% of the IDEAUNI students agreed that turning on their 
camera should be “demanded” in evaluation activities, to “have greater control” of the class or 
“force them” to pay attention. However, 66.7% of the BUAP students and 68.3% of the IDEAUNI 
students disagreed with the demand to turn on their camera, arguing that this decision should 
be left to the student. 

Likewise, coinciding with the experiences written down by the IDEAUNI students, the BUAP 
students said they felt uncomfortable when they turned on their cameras because they were 
“embarrassed” when their classmates and teachers saw the conditions in which they lived. 
However, we felt that the comments about the “control” of the class or “forcing them” to pay at-
tention were noteworthy. They bring us back to fundamental aspects of the school device that 
we need to explore further in the next section.

Analysis of the reproduction of the school device in the home
So far we have used the word ‘device’ indiscriminately to refer to technological artifacts such 
as computers, tablets, and mobile telephones. However, ‘device’ as a concept refers to a social 
form that has the capacity to capture, determine, intercept, shape, control and ensure gestures, 
behavior, opinions, and discourse. As such, it is the result of the intercrossing of power and 
knowledge relationships (Foucault, 2013; García, 2014).

In this sense, the device produces subjectivity as it shapes and disciplines the body; that is, 
the device directs, shapes, and controls behavior towards certain ends, to ensure and capture 
gestures, discourse, although it also exists as a space in which subjectivities are produced which 
continuously resist and exceed the power and knowledge relationships established. Thus, de-
vices are transformed historically due to the tense relationship between power and resistance 
(García, 2014; Chaverry, 2009; Contreras, 2020).

Michel Foucault analyzed and problematized the historical processes of construction of 
different devices whose aim was to discipline the body of the individual and his production of 
subjectivity, which enabled capitalist modernity to expand. Some of these devices were sexua-
lity, law, prison, the medical clinic, and the psychiatric hospital.

Although Michel Foucault never worked directly on the school device, he left some clues 
and proposals that have been explored by authors such as Álvarez-Uría and Varela (1991), Ball 
(1987; 1993), Scheinvar (2009), and González (2010), to mention a few.

Fernando Álvarez-Uría and Julia Varela (1991) suggest a first problematization to reflect on 
the historical particularity of the school device: the difference between “education” and “school”, 
two concepts that appear interrelated every day.

Education, as we conceive it nowadays, refers to the historical phenomenon that acquired 
fundamental relevance for modern-capitalist societies, in regard to the teaching and learning 
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process produced through socialization, the subjectivities for work, and citizenship (Álvarez-
Uría, Varela, 1991; Scheinvar, 2009), whereas the school is the social space constructed in or-
der to centralize educational processes. Therefore, we may say that there are other educational 
modes besides schooling, and educational processes that have been modified throughout the 
history of modern-capitalist societies, according to the particular demands linked to the sub-
jective characteristics required for work and citizenship (Álvarez-Uría, Varela, 1991; González, 
2010).

This distinction becomes important because those two concepts are often treated as syn-
onymous, to the point of naturalizing them through statements such as “education has existed 
in all human groups” and somehow “there have always been schools” (Álvarez-Uría, Varela, 1991). 

In this sense:

The problem is clear-cut: neither is the school synonymous with education, nor are educational rights 

natural, nor is the public school the progress of Reason. They are dated, they are historical productions, 

the result of strategies, struggle, techniques, mechanisms and identified social force. The aim, conse-

quently, is to uncover the historical conditions that produced them, denouncing the power strategies 

involved and the forms of knowledge associated to them, the individuals they try to create, and in ge-

neral the political and social aims they manifest (González, 2010: 105).

Now, the school is a device as a social form that has historically been articulated with other 
devices that contain practices and discourse. Thus, the school becomes elementary for the de-
finition of childhood and youth, and it is interlinked with the production of subjectivity for citi-
zenship and is also related to the “family device” or the family as a “policing device” as both a re-
gulator and mediator of social relationships (Donzelot, 2008; Scheinvar, 2006; González, 2010). 

This implies that the school device “assembled and instrumentalized a series of devices that 
emerged and were shaped from the eighteenth century onwards” (Álvarez-Uría, Varela, 1991: 14). 
On this issue, González points out: 

The disciplinary techniques that produce closed spaces, the body of specialists that are in charge of it, 

the destruction of other, not schooling educational models, and finally the statization of the device […] 

that seek to moralize, maintain the children of workers isolated and safe, and thus progressively build 

the useful and docile citizens needed by the capital (2010: 109).

In short, with the configuration of the school device other modes of education were des-
troyed and the school was finally institutionalized as the educational space that disciplines the 
body and the mind. It is thus that “the school substituted learning as a means of education” 
(Álvarez-Uría, Varela, 1991: 26), as it implies separating the children from the adult world. Socia-
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lization now takes place through the school device, and as a part of it, the modern subjectivity 
of the teacher is produced as a figure that possesses a socially determined and reproduced 
power-knowledge. 

Furthermore, as Álvarez-Uría and Varela (1991) mention, the school device seeks the de-
struction13 of other forms of socialization, such as the one between peers – between classmates 
– and, as González (2010) adds, it is through its statization that it pursues the univocal validation 
of the prestige and social recognition of institutionalized education. In Mexico we can observe 
this situation in the accreditations required by the Ministry of Public Education (SEP, Secretaría 
de Educación Pública) or autonomous public universities to “validate” any teaching-learning 
and knowledge production process.

Likewise, the school device includes a series of processes to discipline the body, such as 
clear discrimination between spaces (which are allowed, which are not), use of time (time to en-
ter class, recess, time for school work, time to leave), shaping of gestures, production of desired 
behavior and extinction of undesired gestures and behavior (Ball, 1993).

Thus, throughout our school life (from elementary school to college), both our bodies and 
our subjectivities have been shaped and produced under certain parameters and strategic ob-
jectives. For example, we have been socialized from an adult-centered and hierarchical frame-
work in which the adults are the authority and are right. This production of subjectivity and 
discipline takes place in closed and clearly delimited spaces; the bodies have been disciplined 
in order to maintain attention in certain schedules and conditions, or to control sphincters and 
hunger. In short, the school device implies the organization of bodies, times, and spaces (Álva-
rez-Uría, Varela, 1991). 

From this perspective, the responses of the experiences shared by the students, as well as 
the information gathered and produced by the questionnaire, reflect some of the aspects of the 
school device and allow us to glimpse some of the limits given to the forced migration of the 
device to the space outside the school, at home. 

Although the wager on the statized aspect of education and on the disappearance of other 
modes of socialization are foundational particularities of the school device, these can be better 
reflected or observed throughout the history of the device itself, or with another type of proces-
ses. However, in the case of our research it becomes even more complex to account for them. 
That is why we have decided to deal “only” with the process of the production of subjectivity 
and discipline through the organization of these three different territories: times, bodies and 
spaces.

The first territory, time, was evidently disrupted by the health contingency. However, the 
quick forced migration to virtual environments maintained the appearance-mandate of uphol-

13 Although the intention of the device is totalizing, it often does not achieve this because, as a process, it is always open due to resistance and 

leaks. The students often resist it in a number of ways, such as the forms of sociality or horizontal socialization (Moreno, 2017).
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ding the capitalist organization of time; that is, nothing changed because all the activities were 
maintained, although in qualitative terms the transformations are evident.

For instance, with the forced migration an attempt was made to maintain the socially esta-
blished schedules to do certain activities, as in the case of the schedules to “attend” classes or in 
adhering in extremis to the institutional school calendar.

About this, some of the IDEAUNI students spoke in their narratives of their experiences that 
maintaining their school schedules allowed them to have a degree of certainty in their everyday 
life during the first weeks, since the school schedule provided them with some meaning, like a 
ground or an imaginary and symbolic anchor before an extraordinary situation. However, as the 
months went by, maintaining school schedules and calendars soon became unsustainable and 
incoherent in the contingency. Whether due to the material conditions of their internet speed,14 
the need to share technological artifacts with other members of the family, the necessary mo-
dification of housework among them or the increase in their academic workload that implied 
investing more time to do these activities, the early meaning they had had gradually lost its 
discursive force.

Thus, with the increase in the hours and days required to do school activities, the second 
territory, the body, began to make itself felt – literally – in their physical and mental tiredness: 
the extension of the schooling hours is perceived and suffered by the students.

The physical and mental tiredness were associated mainly to the use of screens (computers, 
tablets, mobile telephones), but also to the apparently inadequate furniture to take class. This is 
of great interest, since the school device has been constructed under certain intentionalities of 
control and discipline.

The school premises or physical space of the school is organized to maintain different de-
grees of control; that is, the school device houses different strategies to control and guide in-
dividuals and their behavior (Ball, 1987). We had mentioned the establishment of school days, 
time cuts and series (schedules), but we could also take into account the strategies to control 
the students’ body, as groups or collectives who are disposed in sections and classrooms. At the 
same time, the school device possesses strategies to control the students’ biological body, from 
the salute to the flag where the body is “educated” to hold certain positions during times-rituals 
to strict teacher control to allow students to use the restroom.

Thus, we may argue that the organization of spaces and furniture within the school device 
are configured explicitly to produce an efficient control and discipline of the students.15 In other 

14 The internet speed depends on the number of users who share the same network or band, so in working hours the network tends to be a 

saturated and the speed decreases. Many students, especially those in other locations from the coastal states of Guerrero and Oaxaca, were 

forced to conduct their activities at night, since this was the only time when they were able to log on.

15 We should point out that although we are focusing for the moment on students, the distribution of spaces and schedules is also aimed at the 

control and discipline of teachers and other school staff.
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words, the configuration urges the bodies not to move too much nor too easily, the classroom’s 
distribution helps to fixate their attention towards the blackboard and the teacher, the school 
desks prevents them to stand up suddenly, and so on. In this sense, classroom chairs and desks 
have been designed to be ergonomically uncomfortable for the body in order to keep students 
from falling asleep in class (Ball, 1993).

At the same time, the school device intends students to exert some degree of control over 
their own bodies: that they use the restroom within certain schedules, eat and rest at given ti-
mes, etc. Thus, the school device sets limits for activities, spaces, times, and bodies. 

On the other hand, in the students’ narratives of their experiences some recognize the 
effect of the school device in their bodies and in their control of their physical/mental tiredness; 
that is, they grant the institution this regulatory role. 

Likewise, a distinction between the groups that we were able to detect was that, unlike 
the Nursing students, the Sociology students did not recognize the school device’s disciplinary 
function of the body significantly in some items. However, in the control question mentioned 
above (see Note 10) that encompasses broadly the control and discipline of the body, the per-
centage of those who recognized that function increased.

Therefore, we believe that this contradiction is not casual; that is, the recognition of the 
experience of the regulatory and control function of the body by the device, since there is a 
discussion among sociologists due to the tension between the objectivity of the social order 
and its norms against the volitional capacity of the social and individual action. That is, the 
Sociology students express explicitly the tension within their discipline in the production of 
knowledge, which perhaps causes a contradiction between the power of objective institutions 
and subjective action.

However, as we have pointed out, in the control and comparison questions the students 
recognize in certain variables – particularly in regard to attention and tiredness – that there is 
a significant difference between classes taught within the territory of the school device and 
outside it, at home or online.

Therefore, the students’ responses are peculiar as they explicit that “school spaces are more 
adequate for them to learn” when in fact these spaces are adequate for control, discipline and 
“learning”, but in a different sense from that to which the students refer: a learning of socially 
demanded and adequate norms and behavior.

Evidently, this perception is a construction that has been shaped throughout the years, 
from kindergarten to college. In comparison, the family space of the home and the house has 
a different configuration from that of the school: generally the restroom is available, as is its ac-
cess, and its use is often more comfortable than the school’s restrooms. Food is often available 
to eat, and there is a kitchen to cook them in.
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In this respect, there are tensions and contradictions between the disposition of the time, 
the body and the spaces of the school device, in its forced migration to learn through online 
classes, and the encounter with the disposition of the time, the body and the spaces of the fa-
mily device. In other words, the forced migration of classes to online classes, which involved the 
total reproduction of the school device, with all its implications and characteristics, found in the 
home a number of resistances both objective and subjective. We found in its operationalization 
elements that escape, resist, and overflow the discipline and control of the school device.

For the same reason, many of the school device’s demands lost their meaning or were seen 
as invasive, even reflecting their violent and coercive character: for instance, the demand we 
observed of turning on the students’ cameras. Without a doubt, the use of the camera aims to 
emulate the teacher’s omnipresent control and surveillance over the group, the panoptic gaze 
that watches over and ensures the efficacy of the disposition, just as it would be if they were 
in the classroom, where through the gradual discipline of the body the teacher’s look at the 
student is enough for him/her to “behave” immediately – almost “instinctively” – as the device 
dictates: attentive, quiet, serious, concentrated, self-controlled, etc.

Online classes restrict the element of surveillance through the gaze, and therefore the con-
trol, of the teacher over the students. Thus, it follows that – at least for the teachers who deman-
ded their students turn on their cameras – an attempt was made to re-establish the device to 
“verify” that the student “is there”, “paying attention” and “behaving properly”.

Nevertheless, this demand was experienced as an intrusion of the school device into another 
territory, that of the family. In their experiences, the students told of how their family members 
demanded they close/turn off their cameras. The reason they gave them was that “they were in 
their home, and in their home they could move, eat, situate themselves or be dressed16 how, 
where and when they wanted”. Furthermore, there was a sanction from the family members to 
the teachers – an overt dispute for power and authority – in stressing and limiting the spaces of 
influence of the power relationships of each authority figure: “at school he/she gives the orders, 
but in my house I do”. 

However, why and to what extent is the situation of the forced migration and the reas-
sessment in terms of the school device’s and the family’s spaces-territories problematized? This, 
we believe, is a fundamental question to continue problematizing the issue and the relationship 
now.

Finally, it is evident that the forced migration of education to “virtual environments” in the 
pandemic will not remain in the realm of the virtual. Students need a concrete space to take 
their classes and conduct their activities, as they need the adequate devices technologies to 

16 We should mention that many teachers demanded the students “dress” properly for online classes, forbidding them to wear pajamas or “in-

formal” clothes. Nursing students were even required to groom (wear some makeup, do their hair) for classes, wear their uniform, and were 

forbidden to eat or go to the restroom during the time of the class, which was impossible to corroborate if their camera was off.
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avoid suffering constant delays or problems and have enough time to meet the deadlines de-
manded by the school device. However, the conditions enunciated depend or are directly linked 
to another modern-capitalist institution, in fact one of the most important of them: the family.

What we have seen and heard so far of online education – sometimes in a more covert 
way and other times openly and frankly – is the confrontation experienced between the school 
device and its attempts to discipline and control, and the limit that the family device itself has 
opposed to them.

Conclusions: the school device-family device and other drifts
We have mentioned above some of the characteristics that the school device acquired throug-
hout the advent of capitalist modernity, and how its strategic objective is the production of 
docile bodies and subjectivities ad hoc for capitalism and citizenship. We also pointed out that 
such production of subjectivity takes place along with other devices, one of them and perhaps 
one of the most important being the family.

Jacques Donzelot (2008) studied the family device and considered it without a doubt one 
of the fundamental pieces for social control and discipline. As we explained about the school 
device, the family device will articulate itself successfully with other devices, for instance with 
the school. Even though both devices work together for the control, discipline and production 
of subjectivity of the individual, each one of the devices, particularly the family device and the 
school device, have been more or less delimited.

What happens, however, when one of the devices, in this case the school device, invades or 
tries to territorialize the spaces of another, the family device? As we have seen, this produces an 
important tension between them, a dispute that strains power relationships within both devi-
ces and tends, necessarily, to reconfigure such relationships and devices.

García (2014) points out that devices emerge from the social urge to problematize an as-
pect of life and therefore contain a strategic objective, but that this strategic objective is always 
malleable, not univocal, and is transformed historically. Are we witnessing a shift in the objec-
tive of the school device, or is it only the transformation of some of its functions and strategies 
that are no longer current?

We do not believe that the objective as such is being modified. However, there is a change 
in some of the knowledge-power force lines within the device, not only due to the forced mi-
gration nor after it, but that become visible thanks to the critical situation in which we currently 
find ourselves and to their dispute for control within the territory of the family device. If we 
observe each one of the spaces proposed in the study (body, space and time) we will see this 
tension. It becomes evident that some limits have been set to the school device, whether after 
a direct problematization by the individuals o due to the material and possibility conditions in 
which the forced migration takes place.
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We also noticed an emptying of the discursive meaning that supports many of the school 
device’s control and discipline practices, for instance in the case of the teachers’ panoptic sur-
veillance. This loss of meaning is worsened when the teachers’ authority is questioned by the 
family device.

We cannot say that this tension between devices is something entirely new, which is of 
course not the case. However, what used to be taken for granted and almost seemed to be 
a law, the clear delimitation between the territories where each device exercised its power-
knowledge (the school for the school device and the home for the family device), is nowadays 
being questioned due to the objective conditions of the forced migration, but this is opening a 
space for the individuals to discuss their realms of incidence and their basic discursive meaning, 
their social functionality.

We can also glimpse a line of tension regarding the students’ physical and mental tiredness 
caused by all the conditions of the forced migration of the school device into the family device. 
For now, we notice that the school space is still perceived as adequate for “learning”, as opposed 
to the home. However, could this lead to a problematization that goes beyond the somatic to 
question the school itself, the very space in which the school device has historically existed?

Moreover, could the same condition of physical and mental tiredness lead to a broader pro-
blematization about the control exerted by the school device over the students’ body? Could 
this lead to an organized resistance against the use of the device’s power against the body?

In broad terms, we see that there are tensions and contradictions between the disposition of 
the time, the body and the spaces by the school device, in its forced migration to learn through 
online classes, and the encounter with the disposition of the time, the body and the spaces by 
the family device. In other words, the forced migration to online classes, which involved the to-
tal reproduction of the school device at home, with all its implications and characteristics, found 
a number of resistances both objective and subjective, and in its operationalization we found 
elements that escape, resist and overflow the school device’s control and discipline.

In conclusion, the home, the family space, has been invaded. As a result, certain limits to 
the school device have been outlined in its forced migration to the family space: surveillance by 
the teachers’ gaze has been ruled out, the organization of school time has been subsumed by 
the organization of the reproduction of family life, and the organization of space is a function 
of the family activities as a whole. Doubtlessly, this and other drifts raised throughout this text, 
such as the intentionality to reproduce the school device in other spaces like the family space, 
the students’ resistance to it, the different dynamics between students and teachers that have 
emerged after online classes, and the transformation, adaptation or migration of the school 
device to other spaces like virtual space, have not exhausted in this article and will have to be 
problematized in other spaces.



21

The forced migration of the school device into the family space: experiences and problematizations
of online classes during the health contingency

año 13 | número 24 | enero-junio 2022 | ISSN 2007-2171

Referencias
Álvarez-Uría, F.; J. Varela (1991). Arqueología de la escuela. Madrid: La Piqueta.
Ball, S. (1987). La micropolítica de la escuela. Hacia una teoría de la organización escolar. España: 

Paidós/MEC.
Ball, S. (1993). Foucault y la educación. Disciplinas y saber. Madrid: Morata.
INEGI (2020). Comunicado de Prensa del Día Mundial del Internet. Mexico: INEGI. https://www.ine-

gi.org.mx/contenidos/saladeprensa/aproposito/2020/eap_internet20.pdf
Chaverry, R. (2009). El sujeto como objeto de sí mismo en Michel Foucault. Mexico: Afinita Editorial 

México.
Contreras, J. (2020). Dispositivos de poder, de investigación y… ¿de rebeldía? In Zamora, M.; J. 

Contreras (coords.). Las epistemologías y las artes a debate. Puebla: Universidad de Oriente, 
67-100.

Donzelot, J. (2008). La policía de las familias. Buenos Aires: Nueva Visión.
Foucault, M. (2003). Vigilar y castigar. Buenos Aires: Siglo XXI. 
Foucault, M. (2013). Historia de la sexualidad III. La inquietud de sí. Mexico: Siglo XXI.
García, M. (2014). La noción de dispositivo en la reflexión histórico-filosófica de Michel Foucault. 

In Andión, E. Dispositivos en Tránsito. Disposiciones y potencialidades en comunidades en 
creación. México: CENART-CONACULTA, 19-34.

González, R. (2010). El taller de Foucault. Mexico: UPN.
Llaven, Y. (3 September 2019). Con 486, Puebla es el estado con más universidades en México; 

sólo 29 están acreditadas, informó la COPAES. La Jornada de Oriente. https://www.lajorna-
dadeoriente.com.mx/puebla/universidades-acreditadas-copaes/

Moreno, H. (2017). Violencia y discurso del bullying. In Anzaldúa Arce, R. (coord.). Entramados 
sociales de la violencia escolar. Mexico: UPN, 177-205.

Pérez, A.; A. Acuña; R. Rúa (2008). Repercusión visual del uso de las computadoras sobre la salud. 
Revista Cubana de Salud Pública, 34(4). http://scielo.sld.cu/scielo.php?script=sci_arttex-
t&pid=S0864-34662008000400012&lng=es&tlng=es

Scheinvar, E. (2006). A familia como dispositivo de privatização so social. Arquivos Brasileiros de 
Psicología, 58(1), 48-57. 

Scheinvar, E. (2009). O feitiço da política pública: escola, sociedade civil e direitos da criança e do 
adolescente. Río de Janeiro: Lamparina.

Strauss, A.; J. Corbin (1998). Bases de la investigación cualitativa. Técnicas y procedimientos para 
desarrollar la teoría fundamentada. Antioquia: Universidad de Antioquia. https://diversi-
dadlocal.files.wordpress.com/2012/09/bases-investigacion-cualitativa.pdf 

Vasilachis, I. (2007). Estrategias de investigación cualitativa. Buenos Aires: Gedisa.


