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Abstract

Recently, there has been an increased interest in British educational provision arising form the conseguences
of the Education Reform Act (1988). The ERA was pivotal insofar asit precipitated what has been a relentless
neo-liberal political campaign to legitimise ‘choice for parents and place ‘power’ within Schools. However,
the use of school technologies that focus on ‘assessment’ and ‘inspection’, can, in this policy climate,
become a means of surveillance and enforcement of morality and educational practicein the United Kingdom.
Smart (1985) argues that the work of Michel Foucault (1977) can be characterised as ‘neo-Marxist’ and
subsequently offers a set of theoretical strategies for understanding how policy discourses on education
construct and control children’s experiences and their identities, as constructed objects/subjects of
knowledge.

Introduction

This paper deconstructs the hagiography surrounding British education and provides a critica

andysis of Education Reform Act (ERA) (1988) grounded in Foucauldian insights. Barry Smart
(1985) makes the contentious point that Michel Foucault's theoretica ingghts can be labelled as
‘neo-Marxigt’ in highlighting how survelllance is a criticd fegture of modern education policy and
schools. Whilgt traditional Marxist scholarship has an awareness of economics and ideology in
the context of socid reationships in educetion; a neo-Marxist perspective grounded in
Foucault's work can illugtrate how surveillance and discourses of power impact the positioning
of children as educationa objects of control, domination and subordination. It would ke wrong
to deny the impact of ‘subjectivity’ as a core concept in the process of education (Ball, 1990;
Powell and Edwards, 2003). However, in offering an dternative and critical exploration of ERA
we can address C.W. Wright Mills (1959) powerful argument thet sociologica theorisng must
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focus on how individua biographies are shaped by the wider socid forces within a particular
period in hisory and culture. Smilarly, Fairclough (1992) suggests that acritical perspective
opens up ‘common #nse assumptions  that lie a the heart of western culture about socia

inditutions. Fairclough (1992) further suggests that Foucault's (1967) work on ‘discourse’ has
amilarities with the Gramscian concept of “hegemony”. This assertion is evidenced by Foucault
(1984:110) himsdf, when he gates, “Discourse in not amply that which trandates struggles or
systems of domination, but is the thing for which there is struggle. Discourse is the power to be
seized.”

Nevertheless, there are certainly tensons between Foucault's neo-Marxism and variants of
dructurdis Marxism. Foucault Sde-gteps the binary relationship set up by the Marxist
educationd theory of Bowles and Gintis (1976) for example, between true and fase redlities,
ways of knowing and palitica consciousness. Foucault has the theoreticd reflexivity of loosening
knowledge, ideas and subject postions from categories of socid totality, such as socid
formation, the mode of production, history, economy and society (Bal, 1990). Thus suspended
from their ostensible connections, social ideas are re-articulated in Foucault's thought to historical
and societd featuresignored in Marxist models of socid redlity based on the labour process and
modes of economic exploitation. Hence, Foucault's neo-Marxid perspective on discourse,
power and survelllance provides a rich seam of theorizing as an addition to Marxist scholarship
(Smart, 1985). Indeed, whereas Marxism has focused on the ‘ macrophysics of power’ (Powell
and Edwards, 2002), Foucault’s (1977) work complements such an gpproach by focusing on
the “microphysics of power’; relationships between socid actors and ingtitutions. Coupled with
this, Granovetter (1985) stressed the importance of linked socialy embedded networks as a
way of theorizing rdations between macrogructures and microlevels of action. Thus:

Actors do not behave or decide as atoms outside a socid context, nor do they
adhere davishly to a script written for them by the intersection of socid
categories that they happen to occupy. Their attempts at purposive action are
instead embedded in concrete, ongoing systems of socid relations. (Granovetter,
1985: 487)

For Granovetter (1992) economic ingdtitutions do not emerge automaticdly, insteed, they are
socidly congtructed by power reaions between individuas and structural manifestations of
socid control. Hence, Smart (1985) stresses the importance of widening Marxist ingghts to
include other conflict gpproaches such as those derived from the criticad scholarship of Foucaullt.

The subgtantive focus of this paper will be to identify how the generic concerns of British
educationa policy have legitimised surveillance practices. Simpligticdly, this idea can be
presented as a mathematical metaphor of ‘ingpection - intervention = survelllance . It also serves
to illuminate otherwise hidden facets affecting secondary education, which while based on
foundational concerns, can unwittingly serve more adverse purposes. Indeed, a cogent
examinaion of ERA (1988) raises serious questions about its main politica intentions. It is
important to note that ERA falled to convey in any strong sense dternative definitions of truth or
different visons of educationd truth based on children’s subjective experiences (Bdl, 1990).
Rather, the ageism of educationd policy directs its gaze downwards towards children, thus
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reinforcing “an overal impression that these are the people who need to be researched, these are
the ones who are out of step with “socid norms’ or who are causing the problems’ (Smart
1984:150-1). Conversdly, educationa policy rardy gazes upwards to look a “the locdly
powerful” (Smart, 1984:33) who in the case of children would be head-teachers as managers.
The lack of any criticd andlysis of the role and dally practices of head-teachers condtitutes a
magor weakness of political discourses on educetion.

ERA, ‘New Labour’ and the Politics of Education in the UK

In order to better understand how surveillance practices have been legitimated over time, it is
first necessary to focus on contemporary education policy developments.

The 1988 Education Reform Act ERA) was arguably hailed as the most influentia piece of
education legidation since the 1944 Education Act (Maclure, 1988). If the 1944 act mirrored an
underpinning ideology of liberal democracy, then the 1988 Act reflected the Conservative
Government’s commitment to a New Right ideology, which was a fuson of neo-liberdism and
neo-conservatism. As Tomlinson (2001:46) suggests.

It made the decisive bregk with welfare state principles (and) in contrast was
about individua entrepreneurism and competitiveness, achieved through bringing
education into the marketplace by consumer choice...It was adso paradoxicaly
about increasing the influence of the central state on education by reducing loca
powers and taking control of what was taught in schools.

The key features of the Act were asfollows.

It gave parents more choice and control over their children’s education

It increased the power of centrd government asit rdlatesto education

It imposed a centrdly directed nationd curriculum

It introduced a nationa programme of assessment for children at 7.11,14 and 16

It eroded the power of Local Education Authorities (LEAS) with the introduction of local
management of schools

It congtructed a new category of grant —maintained schools financed directly by centrd
government

It paved the way for fundamenta administrative and financia changesin HE and FE

During the period 1988-1996, market competition and consumer rights becarre the driving force
behind educationd reform. Ranson (1994:77) sums up the Strategy for reform thus 'parent
power in a market place of schools that are made more accountable to their consumers would
improve educational standards’. The concept of competition was further embedded via the
1992 Education (Schools) Act and the 1993 Education (Schools Inspection) Regulations which
st up the Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED). Failing schools could now be readily
identified and parents as consumers could choose the best ‘educationa products for ther
children.
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Since 1997, Tony Blair's palitical rhetoric of ‘education, education and education’ has been the
centrepiece of ‘New Labour’ whereby, “The key to a successful economy was to be knowledge
and education” (Tomlinson, 2001:88). Like the previous Conservative adminigtration, “New
Labour” has articulated moves to enforce a privatised educetional economy. The common
ideologica ams of both neo-liberdism and the “third way” have been to trandfer financid
responsibility for children's educationd provison away from the state and to schools and
individud families (Powdl and Edwards, 2003). Over the past few years, the problem of
‘parental choice had reached sdience at a time when the matrix relationship between the State,
education and the economy was being restructured. Coupled with this, educationd policy
initiatives such as ERA have a number of common threads that establish both a shift in pupils
teaching and learning needs and the surveillance of teachers and those pupils being taught.

Increased surveillance is often presented in officia educationd policy as a tactica response to
crises at the margins of education policy, the accidental accretion of responses to unintended
consequences. The argument pursued here, however, suggests that increased survelllance is part
of the drategic agenda of wider socid context of moraity and control without which the
technology surrounding education fails to make sense to those employed to use and facilitateit.

The rest of the paper will explore issues in a number of ways. Firdt, concepts of surveillance,
discourse and power drawn from the work of Miche Foucault (1977) will be used to expand
upon discontinuities between ERA and its consequences. Second, the paper questions morality
in order to highlight change and the educationd technology available to execute it, namely,
schooling practices. Findly, the relationship between overt concerns and covert consequences
will be andysed in order to examine how benevolent intentions, without critical analyss, can
result in negative outcomes for the pupils of state education.

Foucault and the Surveillance Culture

The criticad work of Michd Foucault has engendered an awareness that modern ingtitutions
operate according to logics that are often a excessve variance with the humanist visons
embedded in policy andyss (Pennaand O'Brien, 1998:51). In other words, the overt meanings
given to a certain policy of activity may not correspond to their consequences. Whether these
outcomes are intended or accidenta was less important to Foucault than the andysis of power.
As Smart (1985:77) points out, Foucauldian anadlys's asks of power: “how is it exercised; by
what means?’ and second, “what are the effects of the exercise of power?’ Within those
drategies, investigation would need to be centred on the mechaniams, the ‘technologies
employed and to the consequences of any socid momentum for change.

An example of the discordance between education pdicy, the philosophy that overtly drove a
certain initigive and its effects, comes from Foucault's (1977:201) andyss of utilitarianism.
Indeed, apervasive theme of Foucault's (1977) work is the way in which the Panopticon “would
make it possible for a sngle gaze to see everything perfectly” (1977:173). Foucault describes
how panopticism (based on the design of philosopher and pena architect Jeremy Bentham)
becomes a process whereby certain mechanisms permeste socid systems beyond actud,
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physcd institutions. Techniques are thus “broken down into flexible methods of control, which
may be transferred and adapted ... (as)... centres of observation disseminated throughout
society” (1977: 211-2).

The mechanisms used to extend the reach of centres of power will vary depending upon the
ground upon which they are required to operate. Their function is to evoke and sustain mord
interpretations of particular socid behaviours throughout intermittent observation such that their
objects come to interndise their own surveillance.

Oneimportant facet of Foucault’s analyss is the author's preoccupation with historical periodsin
which conventiond vaues are in flux as in the case of madness, discipline and sexudlity
(Foucault, 1977) and how the emergence of professond discourses interpenetrate the evolution
of new commonsensca undersandings of ‘normdity’. There are, in other words, periods in
which particular stes of control, for example, educationd provison is subject to nove
mechanisms and technologies in order to facilitate the trangtion from one date of affairs to
another.

These technologies may be overtly applied during periods of flux until mord relaions have been
accepted, and, during the process of their application they both modify and are modified by the
professond groupings, such as teachers, charged with their implementation. While Foucault
does not impose any sense of causdlity on the development of such discourses, it is possible to
discern the need for both an explicit mord reason and a method of operation, shaped to
whatever new contexts are gppropriate. Government moraity would act as alegitimacy function
for activities such as surveillance. A professond technology would provide a means of
implementation depending upon the ste (for example, in inditutions of the state) of the targeted
activity.

An examindion of the relaionship between ‘power’ and ‘knowledge is centrd in order to
interpret and understand socia phenomena through a Foucauldian gaze (Rouse, 1994). Thisis
particularly appodte where there is an attempt at disaggregation of a stated policy and its
mechanisms in order to discover what is thereby hidden. One of the consequences of
power/knowledge is tha rather than focusing on the explicit use of a particular technique of
knowledge by someone in power to cause a certain effect, atention is drawn to the reflexive
relationship between both dements. There is a concern then:

with the episemic context within which those bodies of knowledge become
intdligible and authoritetive. How statements were organised themetically, which
of those datements counted as serious, who was empowered to spesk
serioudy, and what questions and procedures were relevant to assess the
credibility of those statements that were taken serioudy. (Rouse 1994, 93).

Just as knowledge shapes what action is possible, what power is exercised, those actions shape
the creation of new knowledge and what is thereby given credence. Over ime legitimate
‘domains are established which both define what is real and what can be done about it. Other
possble interpretations are smultaneoudy discounted and delegitimised. The result is a sdf-
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contained commonsense world in which power and knowledge support each other. These
domains, for example, not only sustain certain professona discourses, they mould what those
professions might become. This analyss of power and knowledge emphasi ses their entwinement
and the processes that occur as a particular domain takes shape. It dso highlightsthe ditinction
between what a method for obtaining knowledge produces, and the relationship between the
shaping of that product and the distribution of power. As Foucault (1982, 86) indicated,
“power is tolerable only on condition that it masks a substartia part of itsdf. Its success is
proportiond to its ability to hide its own mechanisms’.

In the education system the overt intention to ‘empower’ by dlowing students to identify and
monitor their learning needs and achievements may have become a means of policing education
and through it the conduct of pupils. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s educationa policy has
drawn upon a number of sources of flux to maintain momentum. These have included a concern
over familia obligation to schooling, changing teaching practices and the transfer of the traditional
head teacher role to that of professonad and financid manager.

Morality and Education: Family Values

The implementation of ERA occurred at the same time as wider policy and mord initiativeson
the ‘family’ and its relationship to education. As Jordan (1995) has observed, smilar to New
Labour's ‘family vaues discourse, the Mgor adminigration's (1992-4) ‘back to basics
campaign sgndled a change in the logic of socid policy as individudist and mora discourses
were deployed to jugtify new arrangements of choice in education. It “represents a recognition
that markets and families do not provide self-enforcing order under the socid conditions that
government policy has created” (Jordan 1995:371). In addition, the Blair Government (1997- )
clams that education itsdf is to be treated as cos-effective by budget developers and holders.
The ‘no-cost’ option of a socid policy reliant on school’s own sef-governance comes to look
increesingly fragile. It is, therefore, ashift to the mora ground of ‘partnerships and ‘ community
obligation’ that the Blair Administration now gtrives.

Thus, an educationa policy exigts that contains fiscal dements and mordity and makes inequdity
in schools a legitimate respongbility and differentia attainment provides the excuse for an
invason of ‘league tables (Powell and Edwards, 2002). However, to be fully effective, a
technology would aso need to be found that would implement the logic of this palicy.

Technologies of Power: Head Teachers as Budget Manager

The core technology by which education can be implemented exists in the role of head teachers
as budget managers. Policy guidance to head management first appeared in the ERA. Head
management can be conceptualised as the co-ordination of education into a ‘ package of budget
provison' (Powdl and Edwards, 2003) in order to manage human and financia resources in
schools. The managerid technology is indirect in two ways. Firgt, the pivotd function of the
head teacher is seen as being the management of school that draws on teachers made available
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through a ‘supply market’. Second, there is the emphasis on assessment and monitoring of
provisons supplied by teachers via quality control and assurance mechanisms.

This qudity of indirectness ‘makes sensg as a means of managing a school that requires that
those who purchase learning materids, or their educationa agents, be separated from those who
provide it. Because of the intengfication of marketisation, this limits the development of cartels,
dlow purchasers to choose between competing aternatives. Thus placing them in the role of
‘honest brokers' who assess learning needs, supply information on the dternatives and then co-
ordinate purchases. It does not make sense in terms of direct education i.e. intervention or
interaction between pupils, families and teachers: other than as a sort of ‘professond travel
agency’, advising families on the cash options, best deals and choice. Educationa assessment
and monitoring have now become integral features of teaching practice and reflect a trend
toward justifying welfare activities in terms of qudity assurance.

The Department of Education and Skills has commissioned research into demonstration projects
in order to monitor the implementation of Head management (Powell and Edwards, 2003).
Unsurprisngly, this programme has generated scarce criticd andyss of the role of this
technology of education, focusing, instead, on the financid sLccess achieved inits adoption. By
replacing direct intervention with management systems, the technology fails to provide guiding
theoretical principles for interpreting and acting on conflict in socia relationships within schools.

Under ‘New Labour’ the shift in the focus of educational assessment and school inspection
contains a number of re-dignments. First, assessment decisons seem to be taking place within
an exigting discourse on differentid educationd achievement rather than pupil substantivelearning
needs. Second, the focus of monitoring seems to have moved from the performance of dements
of the pupil’s learning development to the ‘conduct of conduct’ (Foucault 1977) of pupils and
their families

There is dso no mention of new services that might be used to intervene in cases where poor
attainment has been identified except to name and shame schools through use of league tables
(Powdl and Edwards, 2003) where children are under performing. It would seem that the
primary role of the state is thus to observe and construct evidence, but not to intervene in pupils
educational needs.

The Panoptic Educational Culture

Why is educationd policy such as ERA that is essentidly empty of interpersond meaning
“legitimised” by the accretion of survellance? The answer to this measure lies in the fact thet it
was not creeted as a philanthropic metaphor but as a mechanism for engineering the cost and
structure of education (Powell and Edwards, 2002). Educeation has been part of a Strategy to
reduce the costs of state welfare by adopting market principles (Hoyle and Le Grand, 1991).
Attempts at cost reduction have taken on two forms. First, there is the active encouragement of
a private education in order to depress public costs. Secondly, a process of hollowing out the
locd dtate takes place through mechanisms such as manageriaism and ingpection.  These trends
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may not Smply reflect aflow through from market ideology but also wider pressure on the nation
State as a consequence of globaization (Dominelli and Hoogvelt, 1996).

Awareness that the welfare state can be understood not so much as a series of educationa

inditutions and neo-liberd responses to socid problems, but as an ingrument of wider date
power and governance, is not new (Jessop, 1994). Until the advent of a panoptic culture
indigated by ERA, education policy lacked a convincing unifying metgphor for its activity. With
its indigation, a previoudy inchoate accretion of initiatives around education achieves harmony
and force. Once the vigilance advocated by the Department of Education and Employment’s
guiddines on education are added to the indirect functioning of head teaching technology and the
mord backdrop of familid obligation, the discourse of education acquires a coherence of

power/knowledge. It is, however, a power/knowledge to be deployed against pupils, families
and teacher’ s voices rather than for their emancipation.

Critical reflection and future research

There are several important questions that need to be rased, if the full complexity of the
processes surrounding ERA, morality and relevance of Foucauldian theory are to be appreciated
and understood. Specificdly, theissues of criticad pessmism and a Foucault-Marxist dudity need
to be addressed.

One of the mgor criticisms of Foucauldian theory centres on critica pessmism. Indeed, there is
no recipe offered for socid transformation or socid change. As Shumway (1989:158) points
out, a Foucauldian approach “does little to encourage or indruct anyone interested in
undertaking such action”. In addition, Foucault “gives the impresson that resstance is generaly
contained by power and poses no threat” (Fairclough, 1992: 57).

Smart (1985) argues that scholars may care to ponder synthessing Foucauldian &d neo-
Marxist approaches. There remain many un-resolved politica tensons between Foucault and
Marxist thought. Indeed, Alan Walker (1981, 74) asks the question “is not the class structure a
key determinant of the podtion of individuds in capitdist society?’. The implication is society
itsdf makes it very difficult for 'resstance when population groups are de-commodified (Powell
and Edwards, 2003). In addition, Foucault's notion of survelllance is problematic itsef. A
reflective critique is that the Foucauldian use of surveillance of subjects/objects of education such
as pupils and families, fals to relate such practices to wider socid class interests which,
according to Phillipson (1998), motivate policy development in socid welfare such as education.
Further, a Foucauldian perspective does not pay much particular atention to sociologica fault
lines of “race’, sexudlity, disability and gender and how they are blurred and positioned by neo-
liberdiam.

This paper has reveded that Foucauldian accounts of systems of surveillance, knowledge and
socid processes can provide a rich seam of theorizing about education and mordity. Two
questions are flagged up: what other explanations does the assessment of disciplinary and policy
discourses tell us about education? What are the lessons for future research?
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Firg, we are derted to the partid nature of the discourses supplied by systems of knowledge
and socid processes, which affects perceptions of education. The smplifying role of policy
discourse tends to highlight certain, politically vaued, aspects of experience to the excluson of
other possibilities. Moreover, policy development is uneven and subject to dison, which means
that it is quite possible for different, even conflicting and neo-liberd and socid democratic
discourses of education to coexist in different parts of the policy system. Policy discourses share
a deep coherence, which may help b explain ther co-existence: exch download ‘risk’ and
‘repongibility’ onto educational objects/subjects.

Second, a ggnificant ement in the ‘riskiness (Bauman, 1992; Powell and Edwards, 2003) of
building ‘the saf’ under contemporary conditions may arise from the existence of multiple policy
discourses that persond narratives of sdf have to negotiate. Future research on the intra
subjectivities of identity, should, then, be sengtised to the multiple grounds on which identity
might be built and the potentiad sources of educationd policy and professond conflict and
uncertainty that this may bring.

Findly, attention should be pad to the multiple sources for building narraives “to live by”
(Powell and Edwards, 2002:4) and the tenson between legitimising policy discourses and
dternative technologies of sdlf. Indeed in a future of complex and multiple educationd policy
agendas, it would gppear that a narrative of ‘socid incluson’ through consumerism could coexist
with one emphasising managerid surveillance of objects/subjects of power/knowledge.

Conclusion

This paper has explored adisturbing congtelation of factorsin educationd policy and rhetoric in
the UK. It has been argued that the ‘discovery’ of differentid educationd attainment has lent
coherence to a number of nascent tendencies in this policy that reinforce each other. These
tendencies include an increased moralism toward pupils and a move toward indirect monitoring
of the locative sStes of such education. The development of a surveillance culture helps stabilise
policy such as ERA a atime of congderable underlying uncertainty. Such uncertainty has arisen
from the changing structure of education and of specific schools (Powell and Edwards, 2003).
The neo-liberd srategy, to socidise, has become an extenson of the techniques of observation,
monitoring and control into school settings. A new system for the survelllance of pupils, families
and teechers has replaced the idedigtic dream of freedom of learning with an extenson of
congraint.

Following Foucault's (1977) andyss of the relaionship between power ad knowledge, this
change can be seen as the development of amatrix in which to spesk serioudy about the support
of pupils learning needs, the employment of discourse of survelllance would have to be entailed.
It serves to reconfigure power relaions during a period of flux and ‘makes sense’ of a previoudy
digointed policy formulation such as ERA. Schooling has thus filled a vacuum at the centre of
education policy with potentidly harmful consequences for pupils as learning entails surveillance
and consent contains the threat of coercion. The powerful language of surveillance offersaform
of universdism to socid and educationa policy (Chua, 1995), which, as Williams (1992) has

Surveillance & Society 3(1) 104



Powell and Edwards: Surveillance and Morality

pointed out, has been subject to “fragmentation, change and uncertainty and contradiction”
(1992:200). It is within the disciplinary dudity of ‘survelllance and ‘normdization” which power
operates, over the identities of pupils and families, ultimatdy reinforcing the segmentation that
surveillance givesrise to at the centre of both policy and professiona gazes.
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