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“The Porousness of Certain Borders”: The Liberatory Power of the Grid 

The grid might be the most common-sense structure in contemporary American education. It is a real 

and imaginary place in school, a design constant that profoundly shapes how we think about what 

happens there. Seating charts, answer sheets, curriculum maps, and report cards are all formed by grids; 

their reassuring rows and columns describe scope and sequence, presence and absence, passing and 

failing. The grid brings certainty and rationality to a project that is often experienced as inchoate and 

messy. It helps us believe that things can be measured – and, as every administrator knows, if you can’t 

measure it, you can’t manage it.  

But grids are hermeneutics as well as descriptors. They offer interpretations as well as declarations. The 

three components of the grid – its cells, its peripheries, and its interstices – each show how the act of 

rationalizing a complex entity leaves out as much as it includes. The map is never the territory. Or, as 

Princess Leia once told Governor Tarkin, “The more you tighten your grip, the more star systems will slip 

through your fingers.” 

This presentation draws from sources in film, art criticism, graphic design, and psychoanalysis to build an 

alternate interpretation of the unseen potential within the grid’s cool rationality (or, more precisely, at 

the edges it unfailingly proliferates). What could this perspective mean for the way we think about 

school? Multimedia sources will be used to ensure the topic is accessible and engaging to a non-

specialist and student audience. 
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