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Abstract 
 
 

This thesis examines the historical relationship between government and self-

government, and the contemporary role that Action Research (AR) occupies as a liberal 

technology of government.  It draws upon the Teaching for Effective Learning in Senior 

Schooling (TELSS) project as the example. This project, which was based on a 

‘collaborative’ AR methodology, was just one of the many national post-compulsory 

schooling reform initiatives that emerged during the late 1980s and 1990s. At that time, 

AR and Participatory Action Research (PAR) were preferred methodologies by education 

faculty personnel, and some teachers, as practical alternatives to `positivist’ social science 

approaches. This is still the case, both locally and internationally.  

 

The initial focus of the thesis is to trace the role of the school and the family in the 

government of populations, and show how AR is currently positioned as a mechanism 

for establishing and installing new forms of self-management within these historical 

institutional arrangements. This includes enticements and inducements to participate in 

one’s own self-management. The AR perspective seeks to make a practical intervention 

in the re-organization and management of schools, as well as other workplaces and 

organizations, as a means to promote and develop ongoing professional learning within 

these organizations. The thesis highlights some confusing issues surrounding  

contemporary attempts by schools to open themselves to the community, however. 

 

 

i 



AR has achieved considerable success to the extent that expert AR consultants have been 

commonly employed by Education Departments in many countries to foster new ways 

of attaining educational goals.  Drawing upon other examples, as well as this case study, 

the contrast between the high expectations of project participants, and their limited 

outcomes, suggests the need to query AR’s representations of participation. This includes 

some contemporary conceptions of how ‘the school community’ operates. Is there 

another way that we can understand this particular territory, and parent involvement in 

schools more generally, other than in political terms such as the need to ‘democratize 

the community’?  

 

The AR commentary focuses on the ‘egalitarian’ ideal of emancipation and 

empowerment via participation. AR's preference for participation through human self-

determination over that of statist instrumental rationality is questioned, however, by 

drawing upon empirical evidence generated by the case study, as well as other 

theoretically informed material. The thesis moves to an account of the role of different 

forms of government which enable self-management, particularly the role of the school 

community within the field of education and its administration.  

 

By situating the TELSS case study and its limits in what Michel Foucault (1991) terms 

the history of ‘governmentality’, AR is described as part of government and an aid to 

social reform programmes. Inside this discussion, some of AR's self promotions and 

understandings will re re-defined. These include an anti-bureaucratic rhetoric, concerns 

about hierarchical power relations, and aspirations of self-autonomy, emancipation and 

social justice.  

ii 



How is it that educational bureaucracies are so amenable to taking on board goals for 

educational reform expressed in the form of frequently anti-bureaucratic radical 

critique? The thesis undertakes the task of investigating this peculiarity, as well as some of 

the negative outcomes of such liberal governmental undertakings. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
0.1 Themes 

This thesis is concerned with the relationship between government and self-government 

in the operation of an educational research methodology, Action Research, henceforth 

(AR). It investigates some of the key terms through which AR methodology is 

understood and promoted within this arena of educational governance. It will investigate 

aspects of the rise of the AR movement in Australian ‘critical education studies’, and its 

characteristic forms of inquiry, including the way it interprets itself, focussing especially 

on its participatory focus. As a means of re-contextualizing AR, the study combines 

historically and theoretically informed material on the role of “moral and political 

technologies” within government and self-government1 with primary source material in 

the form of an empirical AR participant observation case study of parent participation in 

a secondary school. The result is to offer a way of understanding AR that differs from 

the way it is usually portrayed by supporters and critics alike.  

 

These empirical participatory observations and historical theoretical argument are 

guided by two main research questions. Firstly, how do the claims and aspirations of 

AR, in particular, increased community and parental participation hold up when its 

purposes, methods and norms are re-described in terms of the dispositions and abilities 

which have to be cultivated? If participation is to be taken seriously and result in a 

perceived improvement in the governance of schools, how could this happen? In other 

                                                 
1 ‘Political’ and ‘moral’ technologies are terms given to the multifarious ways that enable 
government and self-government to become possible and will be discussed further in Chapter 
Three. Likewise, in this thesis reference is made to daily news broadsheets and broadcasts 
expressing political and moral viewpoints, which are sometimes taken up as part of our ‘popular’ 
culture. 
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words, what are the perceived likely meanings, ‘purposes’, impacts and limits of such 

initiatives? Secondly, might there be a symbiotic, rather than simply conflictual 

relationship between AR and education policy programmes, its anti-bureaucratic stance 

notwithstanding? And might this relationship be understood as mutually advantageous, 

rather than as a problem? Put another way, what is the relationship between the critics of 

the education bureau and what they are criticizing?  

 

By examining the relationship between the education bureau, AR’s anti-hierarchical and 

anti-bureaucratic posture, and experiments in participation with their anticipated 

impacts, such as moves towards parental/community self-governance, this thesis will 

argue for a more pragmatic and appreciative assessment of the educational bureau and 

its role in social reform. The thesis will relate AR’s capacity to motivate ‘self-formation’ 

to governmental practices and technologies that engage individuals’ `subjectivity’. It will 

highlight how these practices depend upon both bureaucratic expertise and constant work 

on the self, and that limits to such reform initiatives can be seen as directly linked to 

limitations of the technical means that are available. In consequence, community and 

parent participation cannot be seen as a universal panacea.  

 

0.2 Background 

Since the 1970s, and more particularly in the 1990s, within the literature and in education 

policy documents, parents, whether hailed as `citizens’ or as `consumers’,2 have received 

much official and unofficial encouragement to claim their ‘right’ to become involved in 

schools. The backdrop to this recent development has been the move towards devolution 

of decision-making from a central bureaucracy to a social space created between home and 
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school, which is now known as the ‘school community’ (Smith, 1991). This social space 

was the result of the school’s outreach during the 1960s and 70s, as educational 

policymakers made attempts to create more productive environments in which to foster 

educational expectations of Australian adolescent students (Australian Schools 

Commission, 1973).  It continues to do so.3  

 

These developments have not taken place in isolation. Structural re-organization of 

educational and related training institutions has been occurring world-wide for some time 

now,4 as a means to enhance economic and social efficiency in times of increasing change 

and uncertainty. A shift of nation-wide and international proportions has taken place 

(Caldwell and Spinks, 1992; Caldwell, 1993; Hopkins, 1987:ix-xi; Popkewitz and 

Pereyra, 1993:16; Peters and Waterman, 1984:29-54; Symes, 1995:247-271). There is a 

pattern of encouraging participation by a wide range of stakeholders, particularly parents,5 

school personnel,6 some academic critics and intellectuals,7 business and industry, as well 

as unions. The particular focus has been on the ‘self-managing school’, as a means to 

                                                                                                                                               
2 In the Encyclopedia of Educational Research, James Catterall (1992:969-972) provides 
various interpretations and promotions of ‘Parent Choice’ within public education.  
3 Since the 1990s, parental choice has also impacted upon schooling in terms of parental 
support for the integration of their ‘special needs’ children into mainstream schools. 
Furthermore, parents have been encouraged to do so. See Frederickson et al. (2004:38) who 
describe ‘inclusion’ objectives set by a Local Education Authorities (LEA) in Britain. One of the 
ideas was to include the ‘wider educational community’ in the formation and promotion of 
mutually supportive partnerships between special and mainstream schools. However, 
Frederickson et al. (2004:37) claim that progress was measured differently by certain groups. 
Academic progress was important for parents, whereas for students it was social progress. 
Teachers’ concerns related to planning and organizational issues, which included ‘supportive 
communication’. See also Deppeler and Harvey (2004), who as part of an ARC-SPIRT scheme 
which includes the Catholic Education office in Victoria, evaluate the British Index for inclusive 
practices for use within an Australian context. 
4 As an example, see Walker (1970:1). 
5 For a broad outline of the encouragement of parent participation and the proliferation of types 
of parent involvement in schooling, see McKibbin and Cooper, ‘The Parent Participation 
Project’, Ch9, TELSS Project. 
6 Pitman (1993) discusses the redefinition of teacher education in Australia from the early 1970s 
to the 1990s, where teachers were encouraged to participate in their own ‘professionalisation’. 
With this came a demand for ‘distance education at the higher-degree levels' (Pitman, 1993:34).  
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cultivate school ‘effectiveness and improvement’ (Townsend, Clarke and Ainscow, 

1999:x). 

 

Assessments in the broad needs of members of the population within current global, 

socio-economic conditions, and the attempts to meet these needs certainly seem to have 

impacted upon educational institutions, on top of their routine classroom and 

administrative tasks.  Teachers are constantly pressured into trying to find new ways of 

coping with change, which is constantly relayed through policy mechanisms.8  

 

The assumption behind these developments is that students need to be trained in different 

ways from the past to accommodate changed educational circumstances. Teachers, 

therefore, are expected to cater for student’s future workplace needs. The key 

competencies debates in the Australian post-compulsory sector revolved around 

broadening or finding more divergent pathways to further education and training for 

adolescent students. These included choosing courses at Technical and Further 

Educational (TAFE) institutions, as well as the usual pathways to education and training 

via universities. One decade later in 2004, there is an even greater push by the Federal 

government towards TAFE courses for adolescent students, as university courses 

become more costly and less viable for many students. 

 

Now, a recurring theme in these educational reform agendas has been an emphasis on 

individual, organizational and community ‘self-government’. Prominent among 

organizational strategies has been the move towards the decentralization of school 

                                                                                                                                               
7 Popkewitz (1991) claims that bringing the intellectual ‘into direct battle to alter schooling’ In the 
United States is related to a ‘19th-century radical rural and urban Populist movement’ 
(Popkewitz, 1991:230).  
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decision-making. In many OECD countries such as Britain, Canada, the United States of 

America and New Zealand, national trends towards school-based management and 

increased `self-direction' have been occurring gradually over past decades through boards 

or school councils.  Within this context of concerns shared by other OECD countries, 

Australia's educational bureaucracies too have followed trends towards decentralization of 

decision-making from central agencies to the local school, or vocational educational 

institution, encouraging more parental involvement in it.  

 

0.3 Critical responses 

These devolved management strategies of education restructuring have provoked a 

variety of critical reactions.9 This critique takes a number of forms. Some commentators 

proclaimed that education reformers had sold out to corporate, industrial demands and a 

narrow technicist approach to education (Hager 1990; Seddon 1992/93; and Knight, 

Lingard, and Porter 1991).   

 

At the same time, according to other critical commentary, educational institutions failed 

to promote the welfare and needs of less fortunate individuals and groups within the 

community (Connell, Ashenden, Kessler and Dowsett, 1982). Various social 

commentators were quick to suggest ways to combat deficiencies (Lingard in Lingard, 

Knight and Porter 1993:33; Marginson, 1988:32-33; 1991:5). There were suggestions 

that increased democratic participation by `the community’ would help to create equity 

and social justice across that community (Marginson, 1988; Rizvi, 1994, 1998). Fazal 

Rizvi emphasized the importance of participative, collaborative decision-making by `the 

whole community', rather than by `a central bureaucracy' (Rizvi, 1994:5). Within other 

                                                                                                                                               
8 During the mid 1990s, Australia’s mainstream schools were also asked to adapt to special 
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literature, bureaucracies and markets were held responsible for creating greater inequality 

across the population (Marginson, 1997; Rizvi, 1994,1998). 

 

Descriptions of devolution ranged from concerns about a loss of human cooperation by an 

overbearing and uncaring educational bureaucracy, to objections about the influence of 

consumerism, privatisation, and corporate managerialism (Angus, 1991; Apelt and 

Lingard, 1991:11; Connors and McMorrow, 1990 in Chapman and Dunstan, 1990:94; 

Lingard, 1991, 1993; Porter, Lingard and Knight, 1993:15). For the most part, these 

reforms had generally been seen as manifestations of ‘liberal’ or neo-liberal government, 

better known in Australia as ‘economic rationalism’ (Pusey, 1991).  

 

Paralleling these academic reactions to school restructuring, principals and teachers also 

commonly voiced a general lack of faith in `central office bureaucrats and policy makers', 

who were perceived to be dragging their feet on increasing real school autonomy, whilst 

bringing never ending changes to their workplaces. Prominent amongst these critical 

voices are those of AR commentators, whose perspective I will now examine in some 

detail.  

 

0.4 AR: an intervention 

Action Research is a major strand of commentary and intervention in this spectrum of 

critique, opposition and activist intervention.10 Though highly theoretical, the AR 

perspective seeks to make a practical intervention in the re-organization and 

                                                                                                                                               
school inclusion policies  outlined by UNESCO (1994) in The Salamanca Statement.  
9  McKibbin (1994) ‘Mutations in Self-Regulation: rationales and imperatives’.  
10 AR commentators such as Peter Reason (2002) caution us that the widespread, global use of 
AR, particularly with its ‘significant differences in concern, context and practice’, could result in 
misrepresentations and misunderstandings, particularly the ‘quality of dialogue’ between the 
varying traditions.    
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management of schools, as well as other workplaces and organizations, as a means to 

promote and develop ongoing professional learning within these organizations. AR has 

a place within broader debates on social science methodology and crosses many fields, 

recommending itself as a general purpose research tool (Wadsworth, 1997a).11 J. B. 

Cunningham (1993) offers this definition of AR: 

Action research is a process of systematically collecting research data about an 
ongoing system.  Its purpose…is to develop or discover aspects of the system’s 
operation which can lead to improvement and change. The process involves 
understanding the system, defining solutions or discoveries, applying and 
modifying these solutions, and assessing the results of the actions 
(Cunningham, 1993:9). 

 

Its primary focus within the school is an attempt to make schools at once more effective 

and self-fulfilling for students. AR has achieved considerable success to the extent that 

expert AR consultants are now commonly employed by Education Departments to foster 

new ways of attaining educational goals. This research methodology is commonly used 

by teacher trainers in consultation with experts, and within collaborative projects which 

attempt to establish networks across different educational and workplace landscapes.12

 

Within the education field, AR commentary, and its more communitarian based 

counter-part PAR,13 appear as off-shoots of such critical commentary, which comes not 

only out of the education academy, but also from activist teachers. For instance, there 

are historic links to English schools, where activists inside government take the form of 

                                                 
11 Wadsworth (1997:78b) also describes in ‘naturalistic’ tones some of the various ways to 
evaluate action research projects, suggesting that ‘Life itself is a kind of action research project’.   
In a similar vein, whilst discussing ‘Theories of Social Action’, Seumas Miller (2001:21) argues 
that ‘joint action, and cooperation in the service of collective ends …are pervasive features of 
human life’. 
12 See Wilkinson (1996) Action Research for People and Organisational Change.  
13 Although described under the banner of AR by Bessant and Holbrook (1995), drawing upon 
the works of Grundy and Kemmis (1981) and Friere (in McTaggart, 1991), they offer one of the 
most useful interpretations of AR which seems to encapsulate this type of research. It is a 
methodology which helps “to develop or improve peoples’ actions, understandings and 

 7



‘reformist’ teachers (Elliott, 1991). They frequently encourage action by individuals and 

groups as an antidote to the perceived oppressive political power generated within 

bureaucratic institutions (Elliott, 1991; Kemmis and Wilkinson,1998).  

 

Some AR and PAR14 watchwords are outlined in the following. `Educational change’ is 

a term used to suggest the need for change within schools for the betterment of all 

connected to them, as well as referring to the need for school personnel to adopt 

measures such as AR to cope with the incessant changes occurring within schools 

(Atweh, Kemmis and Weeks, 1998; Elliott, 1991; Noffke and Stevenson, 1995; 

Wilkinson, 1994). The notion of ‘organizational change’ suggests taking stock of an 

organization’s culture and assessing some of the underlying assumptions and values 

held by individuals within them, with the hope of creating a more ‘user-friendly’ 

environment (Wilkinson, 1994, 1996). The term `political activism’ suggests the need to 

draw upon local ‘insider knowledge’, which is perceived to have little relevance usually 

within institutional settings (McTaggart, 1997). The term `critical inquiry’ is concerned 

with the relationships between theory and practice, innovation and transformation.15 It 

suggests breaking free from the constrains of previously held beliefs or traditions (Carr, 

1995; Carr and Kemmis, 1986; Elliott, 1991; McLaren and Giarelli, 1995; Noffke and 

Stevenson, 1995).  AR and PAR are also linked to the recovery of `community’ or its 

liberation (McTaggart, 1997; Smith, in Smith, Willms and Johnson, 1997). The terms 

‘identity’ and ‘self-determination’ for individuals and groups refers to a perceived loss 

                                                                                                                                               
situations through collaborative action”, as ‘we’ instead of ‘they’ ‘them’ or ‘you’, within processes 
of “critical reflection and self-reflection” (Bessant and Holbrook, 1995:252). 
14  For an historical account of the ‘first wave’ of this type of research in Australia, see Grundy 
(in McTaggart, 1997). 
15  In their Introduction to the Conference, Social Justice in Education and Teacher Education, 
Umea University, Sweden, June 2000, Weiner et al. (2001) stated that they sought to involve 
participants ‘who have developed challenging and critical perspectives of, and approaches to, 
prevailing ideas about the goals and purposes of education and teacher education, and how 
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of empowerment and a perceived conflict between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ expertise. 

There is a preference for the acknowledgment of personal experience and the fostering 

of personal and group development, in opposition to technocratic systems (Elliott, 1991; 

McTaggart, 1991). More recently, Kemmis and McTaggart (2000:567-605) have outlined 

and defined some broad research approaches with overlaps, particularly within the PAR 

tradition. Their categories include: Participatory Research, Critical Action Research, 

Classroom Action Research, Action Learning, Action Science, Soft Systems Approaches, 

Industrial Action Research, and Research and Social Practice. 

 

So now, as then, AR also tries to offer a means of combatting social isolation for 

individuals and groups within the ongoing re-organization of such institutions. Its focus 

is upon change and the ‘egalitarian’ ideal of emancipation and empowerment via 

participation. However, even though AR has become popular as a method of promoting 

social reforms (Greenwood, 2002), there has also been some critique about its purchase, 

from both insiders and outsiders, to which Kemmis and McTaggart (2000:567-605) 

have responded.   

 

AR has also been described as having 'evangelistic' or moral propensities (Greenwood, 

2002; Kock, McQueen and Scott, 1997:1), on the one hand, and a lack of academic 

research discipline in a 'positivist' sense (Kock, McQueen and Scott, 1997:1), on the 

other. It appears to some as ‘doing good’, rather than ‘doing good social research’ 

(Greenwood, 2002). It is asserted too that funding flows towards more conventional  

'positivist' research programmes within the social sciences, rather than towards their  

more 'applied' counterparts. Whereas in international settings, commentators lament that 

                                                                                                                                               
these may be explored’ (Weiner et al. 2001:93-95). They also claimed that AR has gained wider 
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AR projects are less likely to attract funding, in the education field within Australia, the 

AR movement appears to be gaining momentum. AR oriented educational researchers 

are also federally funded to organize pilot projects which put critical alternatives into 

practice.    

 

0.5 The TELSS Project 

During the early 1990s, the Teaching for Effective Learning in Senior Schooling (TELSS) 

project, between a local high school and part of the Education Faculty of the Queensland 

University of Technology (QUT), was based on a ‘collaborative’ action research 

methodology.16 It appears as a convergence of governmental initiatives which have been 

generated in various forms over past years. The parent sub-project in which I was a 

participant observer was part of this broader study, and was in turn an offshoot of the 

AR involvement in educationalist scholarship and policy. 

 

As a means of developing a senior school curriculum framework to renew and review 

teaching in the Senior School at Hillsdale State High School, in June 1992 a joint 

application for a collaborative research grant was forwarded to the Australian Research 

Council, and awarded early the following year. The new ARC Collaborative research 

grants scheme was chosen for the application because it had been set up for 

collaborative research between Universities and ‘industry’. The strength of this 

methodology was perceived by QUT personnel at the time in terms of ‘actually 

change[ing] the practice of the profession being studied and inform[ing] and 

                                                                                                                                               
acceptance and prominence, along with teacher research.  
16 In the ‘Action Research on Change in Schools’ (ARCS) project, Oja and Smulyan (1989) draw 
upon John Elliott’s ‘Action Research Framework’ (p.18), and Stephen Kemmis’ ‘Action Research 
Planner’, (p.19) in describing and analysing some of the key components of effective 
collaborative action research.  

 10



empower[ing] the practitioners’.17 It set out to strengthen existing partnerships with 

‘industry and the community’, develop decision-making skills and to ‘develop 

theoretical models and classroom practices, and produce documented information’, 

enabling the high school ‘to upgrade its present teaching practices in years 11 and 12 in 

accordance with government initiatives’.18 An overall aim was to enhance the Senior 

School students’ learning opportunities and outcomes within the parameters of state and 

federal educational initiatives, particularly the key competencies debates at that 

particular time.19  As already stated, these vocational education and training debates 

signalled a major restructuring of Australia’s post-compulsory education sector to offer 

students increased ‘portability’ and ‘flexibility’ in their training and credentialing.20 As 

well as aiming for goals such as providing a quality education for students and 

promoting a culture of success for students and teachers, the school’s Mission Statement 

also contained aims to form partnerships ‘between students, teachers, parents and the 

community’.21

 

From June 1993 until December 1995, I was employed as a casual Research Assistant 

(RA) on six-monthly contracts, and worked mostly on the ‘school community’ aspect of 

the TELSS project. I too was a member of that particular school community. However, 

before commencing this RA position, my contact with members of that community was  

limited to invited attendance at various school meetings as a parent, parent-teacher 

interviews about my own students, and some occasional student tutoring. The initial 

guidelines were that I would work as an assistant to one of the Senior Academic staff on 

                                                 
17 Cooper et al. ‘Beginnings’, Ch1.  
18 Ibid. 
19 Finn (1991), Mayer (1992) and Carmichael (1992) Reports. 
20 Meredyth (1994). Chapter Five of her Doctoral Thesis, 'Bureaucratic Ambitions', gives a 
detailed description of these reform measures and the numerous reactions to them. 
21 Cooper et al. ‘Beginnings’, Ch1. 
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that particular sub-programme. However, the time constraints and managerial and 

administrative responsibilities of Senior Academic staff, particularly Heads of 

Schools,22 meant that RAs on this particular project were expected to execute an 

increasing range of responsible tasks in a more ‘self’-directed manner without specific 

guidelines.23  

 

A Participatory Action Research (PAR) methodology became the adopted technique to, 

firstly, ascertain current levels of parent involvement in this Secondary School; and, 

secondly, to foster parent participation. My apparent role included initiating, developing, 

involving and co-ordinating members of the ‘school community’. The parent activity 

was situated within this larger investigation studying curriculum development and teacher 

change in years 11 and 12. This broader study was situated within an activity of expert 

inquiry into teacher education and curriculum development in light of the new post-

compulsory education initiatives to help students face contemporary challenges and equip 

them for their future directions and career choices.  

 

Some difficulties associated with the TELSS initiatives became clearer over time. There 

was a need to query both AR’s and the Education Department’s representations of 

participation and ‘the school community’, which included AR’s connection to this 

particular community’s whereabouts. These issues became the stimulus for this study. 

Notwithstanding the limitations of one small expert’s attempt at ‘coal-face’ engagement 

with a programme of participation, I was, however, in a position to combine this working 

                                                 
22  In ‘Critique and Evaluation’, Ch12, Cooper et al. suggest that a lack of time, particularly for 
Principal Researchers, was a possible deficit for the project and its outcomes.   
23 Nonetheless, a succession of procedures was required and relied upon as a form of 
accountability to the project partners involved and the funding body, for the most part. 
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experience with my theoretical and historical understandings of ‘the school’ and ‘the 

family’.  

 

0.6 Exploring the TELSS case study: some directions  

This is an unusual thesis in that it combines a detailed narrative of a set of events in which 

I was a participant, with a series of reflections, each of them establishing a certain distance 

from the events, and offering a new angle which involves some redescription of those 

events. The practice of writing this thesis as a reflection on the AR project and its 

outcomes, is itself an instance of the processes of self-reflection. Yet this exercise is also a 

contribution to working out how to detach oneself from moral imperatives and workplace 

commitments which can promote confusion. Therefore, I am not really aiming to offer a 

complete account of the events concerned, or indeed of their context, but inviting my 

readers to think again about some of these recurring theoretical issues.24 I am offering to 

take the reader back in time, suggesting some different points of view and different degrees 

of distance, as well as various angles from which to interpret some of the prevailing 

educational wisdom of the early 1990s.25

 

As an appropriate means to explain some ‘on the ground’ difficulties faced by the 

TELSS project members in a more practical sense, a case study approach to this enquiry 

has been adopted.26 Unlike Macpherson, Brooker and Ainsworth (2000),27 however, the 

                                                 
24 I am offering some socio-historical explanations for the contemporary concerns within the field 
of education generally, which Popkewitz (1999b) alludes to in his article on ‘the politics of 
educational knowledge’.  
25  See Martin Thrupp and Robert Willmott (2003) for their critique on some of the prevailing 
wisdom of educational management theories and policies promoted during the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, particularly in the UK. See also ‘Review symposium’, British Journal of Sociology of 
Education (2004) [online] for reviews of their book by Gerald Grace, Jenny Ozga, and Helen 
Gunter.  
26  My use of the case study approach is as a tool to help describe and evaluate some aspects 
of the AR method which appear distorted. 
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case study approach in this instance will be used as a window of opportunity to clarify 

some problems and limits of existing theoretical perspectives and current forms of 

analysis of educational reforms and their effectiveness. It will help to explain the 

limitations of such social reform policy initiatives as TELSS. I will argue that critics’ 

suspicions that institutions continuously fail in their attempts to meet the needs of 

members of the population are unfounded. This thesis undertakes the task of showing 

that, rather than being antithetical to individual autonomy or freedom and the interests 

of communities, modern forms of government, particularly educational institutions, are 

themselves pre-occupied with promoting and shaping individual freedom or autonomy 

and the social and moral welfare of individuals and groups, as a means of governing. It 

will highlight how government actually takes its critics on board as a means of pursuing 

particular social and economic objectives. Furthermore, it will highlight ways in which 

bureaucratic structures and hierarchies are indispensable in the process of devolving 

governance responsibilities to school communities.  

 

The TELSS case study is suggestive not because it is unusual, but because it is a 

mundane example of how ad hoc the process of research is. Citing some of the self-

reflective comments made by TELSS participants, it will show how far the reality and 

expectations of such projects depart from the expert advice on how to go about doing 

this type of research, and how clumsily academic ‘expertise’ intersects with the school 

and the community.  In part, this is an exercise also in contemporary history, drawing on 

my own observations of events which took place at a certain time and in a definite policy 

context. They were understood, by myself and others at that time, in terms of a then 

current preoccupation with community and participation. They can be understood, 

                                                                                                                                               
27 Macpherson et al. (2000) appear to be adopting the case study method as a means of 
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therefore, as an extension of the longer-term political and policy imperatives, and of the 

moral enthusiasm and strategies of government. From that perspective we can see also 

that many of the pressures applied to the agents and institutions involved back then, still 

remain, and in some cases, have intensified.  

 

By situating the TELSS case study and its limits in what Michel Foucault (1991) terms 

the history of ‘governmentality’, AR will be described as no mere critical outsider, but as 

part of government and an aid to such social reform programmes. AR has the ability to 

problematize an area for investigation, whilst mobilizing coalitions of ‘change agents’.  

The outcomes of the TELSS project can in this way be understood from a more nuanced 

perspective, not simply as a failure. To help understand AR's role as a 'governmental' 

strategy, I draw upon others' works, mainly in the field of educational studies, who have 

adapted Foucault's thesis on government and self-government (Donzelot, 1979, 1997; 

Hunter, 1993a,b, 1994, 1998; Hunter and Meredyth, 2001; Meredyth, 1993, 1994; Smith, 

1989, 1991). 

 

However, in the light of the governmental history and ethics and logics of education, we 

will need to revise the standard accounts of AR debates based in `democratic theory’ or 

a set of ‘principles’, such as 'social justice', 'equity' and 'participatory democracy'.  We 

will need to revise our understanding of how government and self-government work in 

the area of education administration. As a consequence, we may wish to question the 

current-felt need to constantly bring about institutional change to fix perceived deep-

seated social, moral flaws in the educational fabric. Moreover, I will suggest that relying 

upon self-determining individuals or groups to do so is also to misunderstand just what 

                                                                                                                                               
implementation or 'develop[ing] some principles for practice'.   
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such groups can or cannot do, or become capable of doing. This account will hopefully 

enable action researchers, teacher educators and those in the field of policy to appreciate 

the laboriousness and complexity involved in the `government of populations’, and 

some of the lengths which it is necessary to go to, if one is serious about forming `self-

governing’ individuals within these populations. This is a pressing  need. 

 

0.7 Order of Exposition 

To achieve these aims, the thesis is divided into two sections. Part I entitled: 

`Structuring Reality’ offers an account of the ways in which AR promotes its own 

power to generate new social possibilities within and through the educational 

bureaucracy. Chapter One, ‘Action Research in Education: understandings, rationales 

and influences’, describes how AR emerges from both intellectual critical and 

management theories and their numerous endeavors to identify positive, more 

meaningful participation in social and moral reforms. This chapter reviews the literature 

advocating AR as an answer to a set of problems within current education bureaucracies 

which `need to be fixed’.  

 

The chapter then recounts how Education Queensland seized upon the notion of parent and 

community participation in government schools. It highlights how the Department funded 

Parent Development Officers (PDO’s) to promote widespread parent inclusion in schools, 

more generally. It gives a brief outline of the TELSS School Community Project based on 

Participatory Action Research, which parallels Education Queensland’s policy initiatives 

to include parents in decision-making.   

 

 16



Chapter Two, ‘Action Research in Action’, offers a more extensive coverage of the TELSS 

Project, its objectives and conflicts, in order to highlight some practical complexities and 

problems associated with extended parental involvement and participation in schooling, 

using the AR methodology. It describes the various stages and the limits of a group of 

parents attempting to negotiate and participate in their secondary school. An Action 

Research parent participation programme (McTaggart, 1984), as well as a Collaborative 

Action Research network (Ainscow et al. 2004) are referred to, as they too suggests similar 

limits. Scheeres and Solomon (2000:114) also describe some difficulties which arise 

within collaborative partnerships ‘between government, industry and university’. The 

TELSS participants’ reflections, including their evaluations and interpretations of the 

project outcomes, will be offset by these other accounts as a means to suggest some all-

round limits to such initiatives, as well as how they are usually understood. 

  

Part II of the thesis entitled: `Government and Self-government’, offers a contrast to the 

conventional accounts of AR already described in Part I.  At this point, the thesis moves 

from mostly descriptive to contextualised interpretations, offering a somewhat less 

‘boosterish’, more circumspect re-description of this methodology than the account 

usually offered.  By drawing upon works by Foucault and others, Chapter Three, 'Social 

Governance: the mix and the means', situates current institutional `change’ initiatives in a 

different socio-historical context. My theoretical perspective is less opposed to 

bureaucracies and more appreciative of contemporary social developments brought 

about through various bureaucratic instruments and technologies. I should therefore 

make it clear from the outset that this perspective entails also maintaining a certain 
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distance from much Foucauldian work, which has tended to take a more jaundiced 

approach to governmental reason and techniques.28

 

Chapter Three then describes some novel forms of government and their technical pre-

requisites. It characterizes a form of government that operates by co-opting individuals 

to participate in their own self-government, as a goal of government. The Foucauldian 

theoretical representation is applied to the task of historicizing the educational field and 

its relation to the family. The chapter argues that the school community is not a given or 

natural space, intrinsic to our social arrangements, or to the political will of the whole 

community, but rather as artefact of socio-educational policy and its instruments. Within 

that context, the chapter describes how contemporary networks of government and self-

                                                 
28 For instance, Popkewitz (1998a:54-64) works in the Foucauldian tradition, but locates 
knowledge 'as a material effect of power'. He perceives power as a ‘structural concept to 
explore the origins of domination and subjugation in society'. Popkewitz (1998b) argues that 
‘…the particular ideas of progress and redemption inscribed in the social sciences are the 
effects of power which, when they go unnoticed in contemporary research and policy, may inter 
and enclose the possibility of change by reinscribing the very rules of reason and practice that 
need to be struggled against' (Popkewitz, 1998b:2-3).  
Popkewitz (1998c:136) is concerned about finding alternative ways or new rules of reason 
which can help bring about different social outcomes, such as new forms of knowledge about 
‘the subject and differences’. As an educator, Popkewitz (1999a:383) is concerned with the 
rationalities of government which include and exclude. Popkewitz (2001a) acknowledges the 
paradoxes contained within dichotomies such as the global/local and inclusion/exclusion. 
Drawing upon the works of Foucault, he appears concerned with various historical systems of 
reason, knowledge and administration which, on the one hand, promote universal themes or 
ideals across time and space, namely aims to enhance self-formation and self-management, 
particularly within education policy initiatives. Simultaneously, on the other hand, at ground level 
he perceives that various instruments which are the ‘effects of power’ are used to 'order the 
objects', thus promoting 'non-universal' classifications. These constantly foster 'inclusion' and 
'exclusion' for individuals. So with both irony and optimism, Popkewitz suggests the need to look 
for ‘alternative possibilities’ to those ‘systems of reason’ already adopted. Also, Popkewitz and 
Lindblad (2000) take an interdisciplinary approach to discuss the constructions of individuals 
within the population migration across Europe after WWII, and how policy analyses and 
research in education trends appear to accept, rather than interrogate the status quo. Popkewitz 
(2000) also draws upon an evaluation of Norway's educational system to describe some of the 
ambiguities and uncertainties that arise within the evaluation processes of national social and 
cultural policy initiatives for school practice. As a means of considering the patterns of social 
inclusion and exclusion produced within school practices, Popkewitz focuses upon the 
structuring of educational knowledge and systems of knowledge, and in particular, the 
importance of reflexivity practices about 'reason', as a means to construct 'reasonable' people. 
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government, which include critics, parents and the whole schooling apparatus, are 

utilized to work towards goals of social peace and security.  

 

Chapter Four, ‘Action Research: individual empowerment, enterprise and community’, 

redescribes AR as a liberal instrument and effect of government, notwithstanding its 

frequently critical stance towards government. This chapter formulates a redescription 

of the TELSS programme. It offers a detailed account of the difficulties of 

operationalizing social reform initiatives, and the place of the ‘school community’ 

within this process. This chapter accordingly describes how social intervention is reliant 

upon computation and calculation, statistics, and various other technical means. 

Although there is an apparent dismissiveness by AR commentators of the role of such 

instruments, this chapter also outlines how expert AR consultants and researchers 

actually rely upon bureaucratic, institutional authority and power to enable the 

community to develop. 

 

Chapter Five, ‘AR: participatory imperatives and some limits’, sets out to address the 

frequently under-described practice of participation, focussing on the ethical abilities or 

dispositions presupposed in AR generally, and within the TELSS programme of 

parental participation. Although it is presumed in AR material that subjects are self-

determining, these notions were useless in real attempts at participation. This chapter, 

therefore, depicts limitations as instrumental and enabling, not in the negative 

stultifying way perceived by AR commentators, but within the difficulties of inculcating 

skills and getting parents to exercise them. It builds upon previous chapters’ discussions 

to highlight how individuals are differentiated and constructed via numerous systems of 
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social classification, with their historically informed methods and locales of self-

discipline.  

 

This chapter also questions how this management device of government via individual 

creativity or the entrepreneurial self stands up in light of the TELSS case study. It will  

suggest that although AR is a useful intervention in developing some of the personal 

attributes and interests needed for participation in school governance, it has little utility as 

a general template for participatory governance. It will show that participation is mainly 

dependent upon a certain ‘work on the self’ (Foucault, 1988), and how this is defined and 

limited by varying circumstances. Chapter Five will further outline limits to 

participation, based on organizational boundaries and role specific problems. These will 

be defined in terms such as the school’s legal obligations, the legal status’s and 

responsibilities of teachers, the para-legal minefield that contemporary schools have 

become, and the consultative ethos of leadership.  

 

Chapter Six, 'Implications and Lessons: some limitations for policy and practice', will 

draw together some of these pervasive anti-bureaucratic arguments which presuppose 

that fully rational autonomous individuals, or a group of them, can bring welcomed 

changes to educational bureaucratic arrangements, on the one hand. On the other, it will 

highlight the socio-historical arguments and empirical data that explains how such 

bureaucratic arrangements and devices are central to forming self-managed individuals. 

After summarizing the main arguments and findings, in the conclusion I shall briefly 

speculate on some further implications of (i) the limits to participation, drawn out in the 

thesis, and (ii) the symbiotic, as well as the conflictual relations between educational 

policy and its critics.  
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PART I - Structuring Reality 
 

CHAPTER ONE  

Action Research in Education: understandings, rationales and influences  
 

1.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe how a particular strand of AR methodology 

emerged in the 1960s, how it defined itself, and finally to give an idea of its effects. AR 

will be described as an example of the way in which critique has become part of 

education policy directives and has been institutionalized within Queensland’s Education 

Department as a form of professional development for teachers, and as a form of social 

intervention into schools via its inclusive, participatory ethos. This chapter also 

highlights Participatory Action Research's (PAR) endeavour to help educational 

practitioners cope with the isolation and ever-increasing pace of change in their 

workplaces. 

 

1.2 Institutional failure and AR: some common themes 

How did AR define its mission in the 1980s? Carr and Kemmis (1986:224) state:  

if the central aim of education is the critical transmission, interpretation and 
development of the cultural traditions of our society, then the need for a form of 
research which focuses its energies and resources on the policies, processes and 
practices by which this aim is pursued is obvious as well. Emancipatory action 
research, as a form of critical educational science, provides a means by which the 
teaching profession and educational research can be reformulated so as to meet 
these ends. 

 

In a similar vein, Argyris and Schön (1978, in Kember 2000:4) suggest action research and 

action learning as a useful framework to rectify the so-called discrepancies between `what 

the organization said it did and what happened in practice’ (Kember, 2000:4). This is seen 

to be necessary to give a more accurate account of the organization, thus aiding future 
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institutional planning. These commentators argue that increased participation by `critical 

individuals’ will promote more responsible institutional performance.29 Popkewitz 

(1998c, 2001a, 2001b), an American curriculum and instruction expert, succinctly 

characterizes such reformist tendencies within contemporary educational institutions as 

‘salvation’ narratives. For instance, Popkewitz’s (2001b) discussion of the various 

'salvation' discourses that surround education re-structuring also include the notion of 

the Pact by the state to take responsibility for its citizens' well-being, on the one hand, 

whilst co-opting citizens to take care of their own welfare via a 'partnerships' model of 

government, on the other.30   

 

In Action Research for Educational Change (1991), John Elliott offers some useful 

historical background to AR’s inception in the UK during the 1960s. It appears that AR 

was a movement which resulted from the problematization of the teaching profession, 

both in terms of how teachers perceived themselves and their teaching practices, as well 

as how they were being re-organized ‘top down’ by education policy reforms. Elliott 

describes how a handful of teachers in the UK perceived the need for ‘professional 

development' in times of increasing social change, and as a means to offset the so-called 

                                                 
29 In discussing the ‘Mission of the Scholar in Action Research’, Robin McTaggart [online] claims 
that the crucial role difference from other forms of research is ‘the idea that the social world can 
only be understood by trying to change it’ (p.1).     
30 See <http://www.projectappleseed.org/chklst.html> for an account of the ongoing drive to 
encourage parent-school partnerships in the U.S.A. since the early 1990s. It is a national 
campaign directed towards improving public schools and their resources, and encourages 
parent commitment via a parent pledge. Using parents as a resource, rather than as an 
interference or a nuisance, parents sign up to volunteer their time in a flexible manner, as well 
as accept responsibility for creating a supportive home environment for their students to help  
them attain scholastic success. At least 2000 schools currently participate in the project 
according to Kevin Walker, one of its main organisers.  
Also see Michelle Wakeford (2003). Drawing upon an AR methodology, Wakeford gives an 
account of how adolescent students who are ‘at risk’ of ‘disengaging from learning and work’, 
have been helped through the Transition programmes offered by independent organizations in 
Australia such as the Brotherhood of St Laurence. They form partnerships between schools, 
parents and employers as a means to aid adolescent students. Internet site: 
<http://www.ecef.com.au/web/Files.nsf/files/MichelleWakeford.pdf/$FILE/MichelleWakeford.pdf>    
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‘politically’ motivated, nationally driven curriculum reforms of the times (Elliott, 

1991:111). He claims: `The experience of the threat of political/administrative 

regulation over the practices of teachers was indeed part of the conditions which 

stimulated the emergence of the action-research movement in the UK over 25 years 

ago’ (Elliott, 1991:112). Paradoxically, Tony Blair’s Green Paper entitled: Teachers: 

Meeting the Challenge of Change (1998) was also met with ‘vehemence [in] some of 

the responses’ by the teaching profession. Within the processes of government 

consultation with them about new ‘performance standards’ and related pay initiatives 

for teachers in England, Mahony and Hextall (2001:134) claim: ‘the government was 

somewhat shaken by the scale’. The problem appears that performance management 

accountability mechanisms, generally speaking, are seen as connected mainly to the 

private domain. Mahony and Hextall maintain: ‘Questions of the most enormous 

democratic significance are being raised by the increasingly porous nature of the 

relationships between what we used to call the public and private sectors (Mahony and 

Hextall, 2001:147). Whereas teachers’ concerns back in the 1960s related to how they 

taught and evaluated  students, now it is their own evaluation which is causing some 

concern.  

 

Elliott states, however, that AR emerged when teachers actively engaged in `reflective 

practices’31 as a means of individual and group ‘empowerment’32 within a climate of 

                                                                                                                                               
Similar ‘school-workplace’ transition programmes were arranged by Sandra Harrington during 
the TELSS project, in her role as Senior School Co-ordinator at Hillsdale High School. 
31 Strouse (1997:92) suggests that teachers have many possible alternative realities to their 
‘everyday reality’ of routine within educational institutions. This includes meeting the 
expectations of ‘university professors and cooperating teachers’. Strouse suggests that teachers 
can discover these alternatives by becoming ‘more reflective’. Citing Dewey, Strouse suggests 
that ‘reflective action’ requires three attitudinal prerequisites. According to Strouse, these simply 
include: ‘openmindedness’, ‘responsibility’ and ‘wholeheartedness’.     
32 Drawing upon AR activists such as Freire (in Shor and Freire, 1987) and critical theorists such 
as McLaren (1988, 1989), Jennifer Gore (2003:338) also offers some insights into how this term 
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unwelcome official policy decisions: `the action-research movement emerged as the 

pace of social change rendered the traditional craft practices of teachers problematic’ 

(Elliott, 1991:111). Their `common-sense wisdom’ or craft knowledge became 

problematized as a result of the introduction of national curriculum reform projects, and 

their associated `sets of behaviourally defined learning outcomes’ (Elliott, 1991:111).  

 

According to Elliott, a ‘school-based curriculum-reform movement’ (Elliott, 1991:5) 

developed during the 1960s as a means of making the educational and vocational needs 

of adolescent students more meaningful to them. Initiated by a handful of teachers, this 

movement set out to promote institutional flexibility in their own workplace as a means 

to accommodate the needs of students. Some teachers reorganized their teaching 

practices from more ‘traditional’ subject oriented classes to those which were more 

integrated and inter-disciplinary in context and content.  

 

To accommodate these ‘newly emergent conceptions of learning, teaching and 

evaluation’ (Elliott, 1991:5), back then, a group of ‘innovative’ teachers ‘attempted to 

negotiate collaborative activities with each other, and to justify them to their more 

traditionalist colleagues in staffrooms’ (Elliott, 1991:5). This included fostering the 

teacher’s personal development through collegiality and collaboration. Elliott states that 

as a result of the social and institutional changes of the time, teachers felt the need to 

deliberately engage in reflection `about their educational values and how best to realize 

them in practice’ (Elliott, 1991:111). 

 

                                                                                                                                               
‘empowerment’ has been constructed and widely adopted, particularly within discourses of 
critical and feminist pedagogy.  
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Elliott views `the academic educationalist’ as a member of a social vanguard whose role 

is `to nurture, protect and sustain an emerging professional culture in the face of 

powerful conservative and technocratic forces operating within the educational system 

and the wider society’ (p.53). The view is that teachers `are manipulated into adopting 

an instrumental view of their activity’, rather than experiencing `teaching as a moral 

enterprise’ (p.114). Elliott argues that by engaging in reflective practice, which he terms 

a `moral science’ (Elliott, 1989:52-53), teachers could initiate radical changes in 

curriculum content and its delivery, to offset the changes occurring within their 

profession. In summary, rather than their anti-participation, these teachers' initiatives to 

seek out different forms of professional development can be seen in terms of a radical 

remodelling of teachers' participation.  

 

Hence, Elliott claims that AR has proved useful for schools on several counts. It was a 

means to `self-evaluate’ for accountability purposes, as well as aiding the assessment of 

teachers’ needs for professional development. AR case study material also provided the 

basis `on which accounts of educational practice are constructed for discussion with 

others...internal or external to the school’ (pp.88-89). Furthermore, Elliott (1991:115) 

claims:  

The growth of school-based action research as a form of ideological resistance 
expressed in two-tier schemes of appraisal implies that the source of resistance 
to the hegemony of the state lies in teachers’ own self-understandings of their 
practices; in the ambiguities and tensions implicit in them. 

 

Elliott typifies the anti-statist bent of much AR activism.33 Central to this is the claim 

that ‘instrumental’ re-organization of the education bureaucracy at a national level has a 

                                                 
33 Such AR activism suggests an anti-statist discourse which becomes interpreted in right-wing 
political terms. For instance, 'the state' is in the process of detaching itself from public education 
whilst, simultaneously, critics are concerned about the inequities of federal school funding.  
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negative impact upon teachers’ self-identity at a personal level.34 So it seems that AR 

was initially promoted as the means to combat such institutional encroachments. This 

aim persists to this day,35 albeit, according to some commentators, to a lesser extent.36  

 

AR's preference for participation through human self-determination over that of statist (or 

capitalist) instrumental rationality is related to a moral conception of democracy as self-

government (Guba and Lincoln, 1989; McTaggart, 1991).37 McTaggart (1991) sees AR as 

‘educational (or social) practice’. But McTaggart also suggests this practice conflicts with 

the `social structuring of institutions’ (1991:51). According to him, `technical 

responsibility for correct procedures’ has replaced `personal moral responsibility’ 

(1991:51). McTaggart also advances an anti-institutional, anti-bureaucratic agenda: 

`Institutionalisation produces bureaucratisation and routinisation - hierarchy, inertia, and 

compliance with technical procedure’ (McTaggart, 1991; Rizvi and Kemmis 1987). So 

institutional change seems necessary to disempower the bureau, and accordingly to 

increase autonomy or self-determination for individuals, as well as groups. But it seems 

that this can only become a reality if individuals and groups become self-determining 

and seek to take control of their own governance. 

                                                 
34 Fuller (2003:18) argues that resentment builds for those who perceive themselves as 
'nobodies', particularly within hierarchies, due to the perceived inferior position of rank that they 
hold at that particular time. He claims that the problem is not 'the hierarchy' per se, but the 
perceived 'abuse of rank' or 'rankism' by those holding a 'superior' position, or the 'somebodies' 
within the organization. 
35 As a practitioner researcher in the area of multiculturalism and racism, Pearce (2004:17) cites 
Elliott’s (1991:53) caution of over a decade ago, about the ‘powerful conservative and 
technocratic forces operating within the education system and the wider society’.  She claims 
that undertaking practitioner research is a way to retain ‘a degree of autonomy and staying in 
touch with one’s educational values in the face of those conservative forces’ (Pearce, 2004:17).  
36 For instance, editorial comments [online] on an article by QUT’s Ginns et al. (2001) suggested 
that their collaborative AR project was of ‘particular interest’. It did not revolve around ‘political 
struggle’. Its emphasis was to make improved ‘provision for beginning teachers, rather than to 
take politicised action to bring about systemic change’ (p. 4).    
37 In ‘Research Partnerships’, Grundy (1998:40) alludes to a long history of support for 
practitioners to have  the right to control the production of their professional knowledge. She 
states that within AR, ‘action’ and ‘research’ are brought together ‘into the one  process’, as well 

 26



AR, in some versions, also advances a neo-Marxist analysis of the education system  

(McLaren and Giarelli, 1995:vii). The education system is seen as perpetuating unequal 

outcomes, particularly for those from so-called working-class backgrounds. AR appears 

then to be both a research methodology and a normative discourse on politics and society. 

Within AR literature, individuals and groups are called upon to become socially critical in 

order to understand `reproduction and transformation’, particularly within institutions 

responsible for promoting culture.38  It is argued too that people have `a universal right to 

participate in the production of knowledge’ (Freire,39 cited in Smith, Willms and Johnson, 

1997:xi), which directly impacts upon their lives. The Brazilian educator and well-known 

AR advocate, Freire, makes the larger normative aspirations quite clear: ‘The hope that it is 

possible to put an end to oppression, misery, and intolerance and to transform the world 

into a place that is more agreeable and more just to live in’ (Freire and Gadotti, 1995:257). 

There is the claim that some groups are oppressed, whilst others maintain their 

privileged positions. The education bureaucracy is to be held responsible for such 

outcomes, as well as for the remedy. For instance, Freire is well respected within the 

‘critical pedagogy’ movement which aspires to advance democratic ideals, particularly 

within systems of schooling.40 It seems that many of these influences have flourished 

within Australia’s educational institutions.    

 

                                                                                                                                               
as ‘into the one person’ who is the practitioner. Grundy cites Carr and Kemmis (1986) in her 
discussion. 
38 Carr and Kemmis (1986) Becoming Critical: Education, Knowledge and Action Research  
(second edition). 
39 In Chapter One of his Dissertation, Gibson (1994:1) comments that since the 1970s, the 
influence that Paulo Freire, socialist and ‘former education director of the largest city in Latin 
America’, has had upon educational practice and research ‘around the world’ has been 
remarkable.   
40 In their account of the rise of ‘critical pedagogy’ by twentieth-century activists and educators, 
some of the early works cited by Darder, Baltodano and Torres (2003) include: Bowles and 
Gintis (1976), Dewey (1916), Freire (1971), Giroux (1983), Gramsci (1971), Greene, (1988) and 
McLaren (1989). See also Part One, The Critical Pedagogy Reader (2003) where Giroux, 
Freire, McLaren and Greene offer their own accounts of the foundations of critical pedagogy.      
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1.3 Some critical debates: the marketization of education 

Following is a discussion of some of the criticisms of educational reforms and their 

formulations, which also accompanied the rise of AR. For instance, within the TELSS 

literature review, Doig et al.41 describe some rationales and influences surrounding 

critical debates. They are drawn mainly from critical theorists’ sociologies of schooling, 

as already stated above (see Darder, Baltodano and Torres, 2003), which Foster and 

Harman (1992) help to explain. Foster and Harman state that within the field of 

sociology, which exploded during the twentieth century, inquiry revolved around the 

perceived consequences and impacts, particularly educational outcomes, of belonging to 

particular social groupings. These frequently included ‘class’, ‘ethnicity’ and ‘gender’. 

Popkewitz (2000) also asserts that in most Western countries, since WWII, ‘Class and 

social stratification stand as the most important categories of research about inclusion 

and exclusion, although more recently, gender, ethnicity, and race have been added to 

the study of equity’ (Popkewitz, 2000:22).  

 

Foster and Harman (1992:5-29) draw upon a variety of perspectives which have been 

applied to sociological investigations, using the family as the example. Some of the 

sociological approaches used to reflect upon these social conditions include the 

functionalist approach, the interactionist and the feminist approaches. The sociology of 

social structures, or what Jack Douglas (1973:xix, cited in Foster and Harman, p.7) 

termed 'the invisible shaping [of the individual] that goes on all the time', however, 

appears to be of particular interest to many educators. For instance, Popkewitz (1998a) 

is interested in the inter-relatedness between the rise of the welfare state and individual 

freedoms. He claims: 'The social sciences gave focus to "the social question" - how the 

                                                 
41 Doig et al., ‘Literature Review’, Ch2. 
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rise of the intervention state could be interrelated with questions of individual freedom, 

person self-discipline, and liberty' (Popkewitz, 1998a:50). Popkewitz also suggests that: 

‘empiricist discourses came to dominate the social sciences in a manner that valued 

instrumental concerns with directly useful knowledge.  Knowledge which did not seem 

to offer practical help was itself devalued' (Popkewitz, 1998a:51). 

 

These same sociological concerns which are prevalent within AR debates, are discussed 

in terms of social reproductive forces which are seen to perpetuate socio-economic 

inequalities. The school’s so-called maintenance of certain power relationships is 

targeted in particular. Doig et al.42 state: 

Critical theorists argue that the education system, as it currently exists, 
maintains and assists in the reproduction of the basic inequalities that exist in 
capitalist society. This occurs, according to Bowles and Gintis (1976) because 
educational patterns are structured around the requirements of alienated work. 
Subject matter based on owners’ knowledge and therefore devoid of relevance 
to most to most students, the structure and nature of time and work allocation 
within the school system and the categorisation of students according to marks, 
all work to separate winners from losers. This educational separation aids in the 
perpetuation of inequality according to economics, because as is suggested by 
critical sociology, poverty has many tap roots, but the tap root is ignorance. 
Thus, by maintaining an education system built on owners’ knowledge and 
aimed at the advancement of the owners generally, the education system assists 
in the oppression of the working class and maintains their own [owners’] 
dominance. 

 

Doig et al.43 suggest that in Australia, as in many other developed countries, socio-

economic reforms have impacted mostly upon schools causing ‘considerable review and 

subsequent upheaval’.  This is evidenced by the many reports delivered in the early 

1990s  (e.g., Employment and Skills Formation Council, 1992; Mayer Committee, 

1992; Finn Review Committee, 1991; Wiltshire, 1994).44 Doig et al. also cite 

                                                 
42 ‘Literature Review’, Ch2. 
43 ibid. 
44 ibid. 
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Psacharopoulos and Woodhall (1985:16),45 claiming that this upheaval ‘may be seen as 

part of current market crises’. McTaggart (1991:72, in Doig et al.), also suggests that 

within this economic debate, ‘education has become a subordinate topic’. It seems that 

critics perceive the education bureaucracy as heading further or deeper into a crisis. 

Rather than abating inequality, it is seen to be responsible for exacerbating it through its 

encouragement of market mechanisms.46

 

For instance, Bob Lingard claims: `Questions of equity and participatory democracy are 

important...and need to be returned to an agenda which has disfigured schooling policy by 

regarding it merely as an economic tool' (Lingard, 1993:33). However, even after 

devolution initiatives were set in place by the education bureaucracy during the mid 1990s, 

in the late 1990s, Lingard, Hayes and Mills (1999) suggest that equity and social justice are 

of great concern. ‘The question of how educational equality can be achieved within an 

educational system consisting of varying degrees of school-based management remains a 

most telling policy problem’ (Lingard et al., 1999:16). Lingard et al. offer differing 

versions of devolution as ‘social democratic’, ‘corporate managerialist’ and ‘market’ 

devolution. The key focus of school reforms for Lingard (1999) had shifted from 

democratic participation by the community, to ‘pedagogy, teaching/learning relationships, 

students and student outcomes’, which he states ‘should be at the core of school reforms, 

school-based management and educational leadership’ (Lingard, 1999:16). 

 

                                                 
45 The report by Psacharopoulos and Woodhall, Education for Development: An Analysis of 
Investment Choices (1985), was commissioned by the World Bank. 
46 Michael Apple (2001) also discusses ‘special education’ reform initiatives in the UK and the 
USA in a similar fashion, suggesting that a combination of ‘marketization’ and national curricula, 
standardisation and testing initiatives has led to ‘an increase not a decrease in inequalities’ 
(Apple, 2001:103).  
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Lingard’s initial references to education, merely as an 'economic tool', can be summed up 

in the following ways. Firstly, education could be seen as a consumption item, whereby 

parents and students, as freely-choosing consumers, were not perceived as citizens. 

Secondly, education was perceived as an object of corporate management technique. 

Thirdly, the economic goals of education as they relate to workplace opportunities and 

ultimate national resourcefulness also attract suspicion.  

 

The major theme by oppositional critique is about what schools are not doing. For 

instance, restructuring moves which are seen to place more emphasis on serving markets 

and industry rather than teaching and learning or pedagogic skills are perceived, 

particularly by teachers, as blatantly ‘anti-educational' (Angus and Seddon, 1997:6). AR's 

sense of the overall principles of education, which marketization apparently violates, 

include social equality, inclusivity or social justice, particularly for marginalised 

individuals and groups, as well as self-determination through participation (Marshall et 

al.,1998:176-177). Some critical theorists’ positions on schooling during the 1990s, 

which are reflected within AR commentary (Kemmis and Wilkinson, 1998), however, 

are put in a more elaborated form by Marginson (1997) and Rizvi (1994,1998), who 

have no direct links with AR. We will now take a closer look at some of these 

characteristic rationales used by more mainstream critical commentators to see why this 

rhetoric of increased participation became `popularised’ and ‘institutionalised’ over time.  

 

Responding to consumption-focused theory and programs of education reform, Marginson 

(1997) claims that increasing social aspirations and continuous community demands for 
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credentials has led to fierce competition for increased positional goods47 or employment 

opportunity. Marginson (1997:141) acknowledges that mass education has promoted 

higher participation rates in education. However, an outcome of this higher participation is 

increased competition amongst students, and as this thesis suggests, increased demands 

made by more educated parents. The individual right or freedom to compete, he argues, is 

the basis of economic markets in education, as competition produces 'winners and losers'.48  

 

During the early 1990s, however, education was seen to be driven by individual self-

fulfilment and raw ‘self-interest', where only those who are most market driven and 

opportunistic will flourish. A shift from "equality of opportunity" to "freedom of choice" is 

seen by Marginson to politically position "individual self-interest" over "shared benefits 

and universal rights" (Marginson, 1997:241). Even though there is a greater opportunity to 

participate in a system of education based upon individual merit now (and not hereditary 

privilege), it seemed that variations in schooling and resources meant that the competition 

was not fair from the outset. The schooling system is seen by Marginson, as by many, to be 

the means of creating unequal outcomes, reinforcing structures and a socially stratified 

community.49

 

The question that arises next for those who subscribe to these analyses is whether 

educational developments, such as Queensland's Education Department’s devolutionary 

                                                 
47 Marginson (1997:142) ranks the positional value or ‘positional goods’ of various institutional 
structures of education in terms of the labour markets and occupations that they produce. These 
range from government schooling below Year 12, the elite private schools, TAFE’s vocational 
course offerings, to the prestigious Higher Education facilities.      
48 In a similar vein, Fuller (2003) perceives that a vestige of high social rank bestowed usually to 
aristocratic classes envelopes 'winners' or 'somebodies'.  However, this rank can be denied to 
the so-called runners-up who are then perceived as 'nobodies'.  
49 Popkewitz (1998c) shares these concerns with social inequality. However, he places more 
critical emphasis upon ‘systems of reason’ or the `scaffolding of pedagogical ideas that divide, 
order, and contain’ which, he claims, are the negative ‘effects of power’ (Popkewitz, 1998c: 
130). 
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partnership schemes of the early 1990s represent a partial move away from this 

inegalitarian marketization of education tendency. Or do these developments only confirm 

this tendency, thereby eliminating any chance of community reconciliation and 

participation?  

 

For instance, both Rizvi (1994, 1998) and Marginson (1997) claim that rather than 

serving the community, devolution strategies have taken on a market mentality, serving 

individual choice. Within this new twist in devolution strategies from serving 

community to markets, Rizvi and Marginson are equally suspicious of the so-called 

rights of individuals to make their own choices. They perceive this as political rhetoric, 

where institutions appear to be bureaucratically organized to suit themselves, rather than 

serving the community. However, the frequently remarked persistent increase in parents 

removing their children from the public to the private sector,50 over the last twenty-five 

years, can be seen as a means to secure a better ‘positional advantage’ within the private 

sector, which Marginson has already argued (Marginson, 1997:142). The positional 

advantage that private schools appears to offer students over that of government schools 

suggests that parents wanted more choice, especially when it is so enthusiastically 

promoted by governments.51   

                                                 
50 The Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Year Book 2003 outlines that across a ten year period 
1991-2001, government school enrolments increased by approx. 31,000 whereas non-
government school enrolments expanded by approx. 162,000, a 19% jump (p. 306). 
See Coorey: `Private schools growing in favour’, p. 6, The Australian, 27 January 1999. 
`Private schools have been boosted by almost 60,000 extra enrolments in the past four years, 
reflecting a nationwide trend away from government schools in favour of a more diverse 
schooling system. ...the number of government schools has dropped by 122 since 1995, [whilst]  
independent schools have increased by 63’. 
Anecdotal evidence from some teachers in Brisbane's Catholic schooling system also suggests 
that their schools face similar closure if enrolments continue to decline.  
51 Richard Teese (2000) describes the rise of Australia’s mass secondary education after WWII. 
He offers an historical account of how traditional scholarly ideals realized and contained mainly 
within a private school academic curriculum, combined with their increased state aid since the 
1970s, has resulted in a higher ‘academic security’ for student tertiary entrance.  Increasingly, 
aspirational parents from broader socio-economic backgrounds are taking advantage of these 
contemporary conditions, thus seemingly driving a deeper social divide between the public and 
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Marginson acknowledges the individual’s rights to competition and attainment through 

merit. However, he is concerned that such moves have unfavourably positioned students 

at government run schools, where there is widespread concern amongst some critics, 

parents and teachers, about the lack of needed funding and resources. The poorer 

schools will become even poorer and more disadvantaged.52 Reliance upon fund raising 

to provide essential resources can further exacerbate the financial disparities between more 

affluent schools and those in poorer districts.53 This is a reversal of the historical position 

between the public and private sectors of schooling which Bruce Smith (1991) 

elaborates upon. Competition for funds between public and private schools is seen to 

affect the public sector, where maintaining adequate resources for students and teachers 

within local school based management structures, now hinges upon aggressive marketing 

campaigns for some schools. 54

 

An effect of the need for diversity in curriculum content and policy and parental 

concerns about high youth unemployment was that schools also formed alliances with 

business and commerce.55 Supplementing public funding, on the basis that business and 

                                                                                                                                               
private schooling sectors. See also Luke Slattery’s `The Squeeze on Schools’ (1997), where 
David Kemp, the Education Minister, justifies contemporary reforms to enhance parental choice 
and save money. This article claims a loss of social justice due to a huge divide between 
wealthy and poor school communities. Kemp stresses the need for state schools to be more 
autonomous, flexible and responsive to parent needs.  Major objective - parent support and 
choice.   
52 Howard and Coulter (1995:i) discuss what is seen as `the crucial role of fundraising in 
maintaining a minimum educational service’. 
53  For teachers’ and principals’ perceptions of reforms in schools, and how they impact upon 
those who work there, see: A Class Act: Inquiry into the Status of the Teaching Profession, 
Senate Employment, Education and Training References Committee (March, 1998).  
54 See Butcher, ‘Monitor’, and Reynolds, ‘Public v. Private’, both in The Courier-Mail, 11 July, 
1998, p.24. Also Marginson (1997:198-200) cites Howard and Coulter (1996:ii) and Kenway et 
al. (1995) on the vast range of corporate sponsors attached to schools during the early 1990s. 
55 Education Queensland currently offers opportunities for corporate sponsorship via its 
Communications and Marketing Branch, claiming 'your organisation ...[can] be associated with 
world-class education programs' (http://education.qld.gov.au/marketing/venture/sponsorship/)   
[accessed 24-08-2003]. 
Simon Howland (2003) also states in 'Schools share expertise', that more than one third of 
Britain's secondary schools are involved in a London-based Specialist Schools Trust which 
formed in 1987. Funding consists of government grants, student levies, community and private 
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industry profited from education and training, however, is perceived as somewhat 

sinister. Critics suggest that forming alliances with business and industry undermines 

the moral aspects of education (Marginson, 1997:199; Rizvi, 1994). This concern is 

widespread and needs to be addressed (Howard and Coulter, 1995). However, isn’t it 

the case that many schools have depended upon external funding in the past, with some 

schools benefiting more that others?56

 

Marginson (1997:185) concedes this point but maintains that the uneven playing field 

became even more entrenched, as individual rights claims to `freedom of choice’ 

became attached to an `egalitarian’ notion of  `equality of treatment’.  In this sense, 

private schools gained more public funds and `greater independence from government’, 

whilst government schools became more destabilized, but remained within the orbit of 

central government control. 

 

Back in the late 80s, Marginson (1988) suggested, however, that there was some 

urgency for parents within the public sector to act collectively in order to secure their 

system of public education from closure, as a result of enrolment drift to the private 

                                                                                                                                               
sector funding. The Victorian government is adopting a 'specialist schools' approach in line with 
Britain's decade-old government initiatives to foster 'performing schools', as opposed to those 
that are 'non-performing'. In agreement with Premier Bracks, Brian Caldwell, Dean of the 
Faculty of Education at Melbourne University, promotes this approach. Caldwell maintains that 
equal funding across the state should prevail. He told The Australian, 230603: 'The Government 
should be supporting an attitude to schooling wherein all kinds of community interests see it as 
their responsibility to help'. 
56 There is a long history of the middle-classes providing for the sick and the poor through 
‘public charities’ (Lyons, 2001:100). This history also includes private and denominational 
funding for schools, and includes the unpaid work of ‘the mother’ as school volunteer. For an 
historic account of the traditional, philanthropic role of religious and voluntary organizations in 
school funding, such as P&C Associations and religious denominational groups, see: Donzelot 
(1979, 1997), Lyons (2001) and Smith (1991). Also McCarthy (1998:15) describes that one of 
the most surprising findings within the Study of Philanthropy's International Collaborative 
Research Project on Women and Philanthropy (1993) was that 'religion was the most important 
factor in shaping women's roles as donors and volunteers in different countries'. Lyons also 
states that ‘women are slightly more likely to give than men’, particularly to religion and 
government schools (Lyons, 2001:163). 

 35



sector (Marginson, 1988:32-33). His argument at that time was built around a 

dichotomy between `the citizen’ and `the client’. He suggested that the opportunities 

afforded to parents within the public sector of education, as equal partners in decision-

making, were more attractive than those of the private sector. Marginson claimed: ‘most 

private schools involve parents in fund-raising and social activity’. However, he stated 

that the ‘democratic public sector model based on collective production’…`can provide 

a level of parent participation that can fully satisfy the desire for good parenting in 

relation to schooling’ (Marginson, 1988:36).  The notion of ‘social capital’,57 or the 

‘lack of it’,58 has played its role in these debates as well. Consistent with this view, 

Marginson (1991:5) elsewhere defined education in terms of 'a human right and a public 

good', which he asserted, should be strongly committed to 'grass roots democratic values' 

(p.5). He subscribed to 'decision-making through politics rather than through economic 

markets; self determination rather than buying power' (p.5).  

 

This commentary has not remained static, however, as  Marginson’s work suggests. Nearly 

a decade later, Marginson (1997:280) claimed that: 'It is no longer viable ... to base 

strategies on a return to the old non-market structures and conditions'. He argues the need 

to combine consumer rights with citizen rights, as parents should collectively seek better 

teaching and learning for all students.  

                                                 
57 Caldwell (2003b:5) cites Putnam (2000:19) who claims that this notion of ‘the importance of 
community involvement for successful schools’, or the concept of building ‘social capital’ goes  
back to L.J. Hanifan, ‘a state supervisor of rural schools in West Virginia’, in 1916 . According to 
Caldwell (2003b:5), Putnam also describes ‘the loss or absence of social capital, especially in 
western democracies’. Caldwell (2003b:5) also cites Coleman (1988) who through the study of 
public and private high schools in the US (Coleman and Hoffer, 1987), concluded that 
‘differences in levels of student achievement –higher in Jewish schools and parochial Catholic 
schools than in public schools’, can also be explained in terms of the differences in ‘social 
capital’. This is interpreted as mutual support between school, home, church and volunteer 
organizations. 
58 Chenoweth and Stehlik (2004:59) claim that ‘people with disabilities and their families have 
largely been excluded’ from these social capital debates. They also advance that this theory can  
make a contribution to ‘inclusion’ theory, but should be used with caution.  
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More recently, it appears that no other contemporary educational institution in this country 

has tried to ‘re-invent’ itself over past decades, in its attempts to become more flexible and 

entrepreneurial, than the Australian University.59 Some standard reform strategies 

associated with the ‘enterprise’ university, which according to some staff appear to 

generate more adverse effects, are outlined by Marginson and Considine (2000:223). They 

include: ‘income-raising, entrepreneurship and internationalisation’. In the attempt 

however, they claim:  

Often it seems more like the trick of creating ‘order out of chaos’, whereby 
authority is secured not by establishing stability and a secure working 
environment for all, but by fostering novelty and instability while staying one 
jump ahead (Marginson and Considine, 2000:235).  

 

We return to these organizational workplace issues later in the thesis. In the meantime, are 

AR advocates as relaxed as Marginson about combining citizen and consumer ‘personae’?  

From the AR commentary outlined so far, it appears that is not the case.  

 

The AR commentary focuses on the ‘egalitarian’ ideal of emancipation and 

empowerment via participation. As Blackmore (1993) suggests, although schools adopted 

devolution as a school management strategy, they are still not democratic since they 

continue to marginalise and exclude those who could most benefit from participation.60 

Some parents also complain that democratic procedures are not in place for them to be 

taken seriously.61 They can't have a say! Others comment that if democratic procedures are 

in place, they don't get listened to anyway.62 Marginson (1997) argues, therefore, that 

parents lack power: 

                                                 
59 The Australian Graduate School of Entrepreneurship is located at Swinburne University of 
Technology, Melbourne. 
60 See Connell et al. (1982). 
61 See 'More involvement for parents needed' (Opinion), The Courier-Mail, 12 February,1998:14, 
and 'Schools-based management is commonsense', The Courier-Mail, 18 January,1999:10.  
62 See McKibbin et al. (1998). 
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parents, whose interests were meant to be at the heart of the reforms, were worse 
off than before. Self managed autonomy enabled people to create their own lives, 
but within terms and conditions independent of them (Marginson, 1997:204).   
 

 
Parents may have more opportunity to exercise their right to choose where they send 

their student/s to school due to increased funding for private schools, and the de-zoning 

of government schools. However, according to Marginson, they still have no real power 

of self-determination as democratic citizens (even through they have voting rights), or 

as parents to shape educational outcomes. Some of the obstacles to self-determination 

which Marginson (1997:185-193) describes include entrenched institutional frameworks 

within the private sector,63 inequity in federal funding mechanisms, and a perceived 

superficial reworking of centrally controlled bureaucratic power structures within 

decentralized government schools. He claims that parental rights to select better 

schooling opportunities created 'producer' power, or more power for educational 

institutions, and not 'parent' power. Even moderate, pragmatic thinkers such as 

Marginson organize their argument around ideals of the self-governing democratic 

community. 

 

It is interesting to observe how regularly it is assumed in this commentary, however, 

that persons have the ability to go in and out of the social domain as 'self-appointed' 

change agents or willing participants (Rizvi, 1994, 1998; Marginson, 1997; Kemmis and 

Wilkinson, 1998). There is an underlying assumption that the individual draws upon an 

                                                 
63  Parent involvement in the day to day running of the private independent school was seen to 
be less likely for several reasons. Marginson cites the 1986 Business Council of Australia 
survey where many business executives stated: 'they were paying good money for private 
schooling, and there was no reason to assume direct responsibility' (BCA, 1986:25). 
Furthermore, parent participation in decision-making was less likely as parents were given wider 
choice to enrol their student/s at a school which most embodied their moral values and 
vocational aspirations. Another explanation for the lack of universal parent involvement was that 
participation occurred only through parent representatives. 
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innate moral sense of justice as a means of engaging co-operatively with others.64 Fazal 

Rizvi (1998) shares this concern:  

In co-operative communities everyone benefits from participating in activities 
and in social institutions that are collectively productive. One can have a more 
productive life if one shares one’s energies with others, in relations of open 
trust which enable one to see others as allies rather than competitors. Co-
operation broadens one’s interests and enlarges people’s practical outlook by 
sharing the concerns of others. Beyond the benefits to individuals, co-operation 
also contributes to the general welfare of society, leading to general happiness. 
Market-individualism, on the other hand, favours only those who are already 
advantaged (Rizvi, 1998:52, in Atweh, Kemmis and Weeks). 

 
 

These are lofty ideals. Rizvi appears to be drawing upon the notion of a ‘collective 

consciousness’, where co-operative individuals with a perceived ‘innate’ sense of 

reason or intuition65 could collectively perform the role of governance.  

 

However, in order to situate his concerns, Rizvi (1994, 1998) draws particularly upon 

Raymond Williams' (1961) influential work in the field of cultural studies. Williams 

(1961:296-298) argues that placing too much emphasis upon consumers and markets 

leads to a weakening of the social will and the provision for more equitable `social and 

individual’ needs. What is lost in the process is the sense of community or common 

unity. Furthermore, Williams argues that: `...it becomes increasingly obvious that 

society is not controlling its economic life, but is in part being controlled by it’, and 

other 'systems' (Williams, 1961:297).  

                                                 
64 This has a familiar ring to the influential conceptual framework promoted by Jean Piaget 
(1965:364), which has filtered into contemporary educational landscapes. Piaget emphasised 
that the ‘freedom’ or ‘autonomy’ of the ‘spontaneous’ individual was the best means of forming 
more co-operative and self-disciplined individuals. Rather than relying upon imposed ‘external 
constraints’, he suggested drawing upon the child’s inner ‘moral judgement’ as the best means 
of attaining self-discipline. Later in the thesis, however, I will provide a different account of self-
forming techniques, one that locates Piaget in a history of self-governance, which seemingly, he 
has not considered. 
65  In a similar tone, Jacobs (2003:64-66) appears to appeal to a sensorial realm. He promotes a 
theory that in more modern times we rely too much on the 'thinking mind'. Jacobs claims that we 
are obsessed with material 'progress'. According to him, this obsession dominates our modern 
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Fazal Rizvi also expresses his distrust and dismissiveness of bureaucracies in the following 

terms: 

The crises facing Australia require a response that is developed collectively and 
collaboratively, and not simply imposed upon parents and teachers by a central 
bureaucracy claiming to possess the truth about our national interest, and how it 
can only be enhanced by a mandated view of education and its organisation. 
 
Devolution should therefore signify a collective learning activity which is 
essential for the creation of a humane society. Ultimately, however, the view of 
devolution we accept would depend on the assumptions we make about the nature 
of human capacities. If we share with Dewey a `faith in the capacities of human 
beings; faith in human intelligence and in the power of pooled and co-operative 
experience', then socially democratic modes of organisation would not only 
become possible, but would also be considered essential for the regeneration of 
the human spirit in and through education (Rizvi, 1994:5). 
 
 

Let us simply note here how, firstly, Rizvi is using the concept of spiritual regeneration as 

a standard against which to judge current reforms of education ‘markets’, and as means to 

re-organize education and its delivery. Secondly, note how, by virtue of their humanity, 

people are constructed as capable of ‘social democratic forms of organisation’. This 

assumption implies that everyone is equally capable of participating in decision-making 

as ideal political subjects. But AR commentary suggests this too (Kemmis et al. 1998; 

McTaggart, 1991). Whether these assumptions and standards can (or should) be 

sustained will be tested shortly. 

 

1.4 Rights and entitlements  

It would appear, however, that AR’s participatory advocacy and its principles relate to the 

broader language of citizenship. Ideas of participation, `individual entitlement', as well as 

`attachment to a particular community' are well known themes in current notions of 

citizenship (Kymlicka and Norman, 1994:352; Kymlicka, 1995). J.M. Barbalet (1988) 

                                                                                                                                               
way of life to the detriment of an ‘ancestral' mind which supposedly registers significant 
emotional responses, including individual ‘intuition’. 
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suggests that `Citizenship rights are rights to equal participation in a national community, 

which is an end in itself’ (Barbalet, 1988:68).  

 

Michael Marinetto (2003:103) gives a potted history of the various political interpretations 

of ‘active citizenship’, and how they have been applied in terms of the ‘community 

involvement’ model, particularly within Britain’s socio-economic policy initiatives over 

past decades which Australia has also adopted. Barry Schofield (2002:664) also outlines 

how various ‘idealized’ accounts of community have been adopted in ‘social theory’ 

within Britain’s New Labour initiatives of the 1990s. In Australia, Britain and other 

member countries of the United Nations, there is also a drive to promote equity and 

inclusion for all social groups. In particular, since the mid-1990s, widespread recognition 

has been sought for students with disabilities or special educational needs to have the right 

to an ‘inclusive’ education within mainstream schooling (Deppeler and Harvey, 2004; 

Vlachou, 2004).66 Iris Marion Young too suggests that `all citizens have the right to 

participate in the decision-making process,... [but that] ...some groups tend to be silenced 

for many reasons’,  nonetheless (Young, 1994:392). Other commentators acknowledge the 

associated obligations of participation attached to those rights.67  

 

                                                 
66 In his review article on Andrew Barry’s Political Machines: Governing a Technological Society 
(2001), Michael Callon (2004:122-132) outlines how ‘technosciences’ promote individual agency 
or agencement, thus making a contribution to ‘active citizenship’. For instance, participants who 
interact with various forms of technology are perceived as ‘transformed into authors of their own 
actions and initiatives’ (p. 122), rather than behaving as mere ‘observers’ or ‘consumers’.   
67 Barry Hindess (1993) also discusses some Western political ideals such as the rights and 
obligations of citizenship. As an example, the rights and interests of individual parents to have 
their children adequately educated by the state correlate with interests of the state and the wider 
community to secure socio-economic and political stability through dutiful participation. 
However, even though adequate  conditions may exist for a group of citizens such as parents to 
organize and promote their own interests via participation, as Marshall (1963) succinctly 
highlights, they do not have equal status as participants. See also Maurice Roche (1992) who 
rethinks Marshall’s thesis on the social rights of citizenship based on a ‘welfare state’ 
dependency, which are now directed towards neo-liberal incentives such as ‘self’ provision.  
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The most commonly promoted notion of citizenship is the civic Republican ideal. This 

model places emphasis on the `intrinsic value' of participation to individuals when they 

participate in their own political decision-making. Groups are also seen to benefit from 

reconciling their differences through a political process of discussion based on agreed 

principles (Pateman, 1970). The civic Republican model, which Rizvi (1994), Kemmis 

et al. (1998) and others appear to be drawing upon, is also seen as the means of 

cultivating a `sense of community' or `a common sense of purpose'.68  

 

Rizvi writes during the period of the Federal Labor Keating government. His main 

concern is the activity of the states, especially in Kennett’s Victoria, and later, 

Education Queensland’s devolution policies. Rizvi compares devolution reform policies 

by Labor and Liberal governments since the 1970s, particularly from the Karmel era.69 

He argues that policy during the 1970s reflected a more social democratic ethos, than 

the so-called individualistic, market driven policies of the 1990s. That ethos positioned 

the needs of those less fortunate as a primary policy concern, which Rizvi suggests is 

integral to the moral undertakings of education. Policy direction now appears to be 

                                                 
68 Kymlicka and Norman (1994) survey the various discourses of citizenship that have been 
applied in more recent times. Kymlicka (1995) discusses the notion of citizenship in terms of 
multiculturalism and ‘identity’ or membership of a particular community or group, particularly ethnic 
and national minority groups. He reconsiders citizenship discussions which usually focus on larger 
groups trying to accommodate or incorporate the cultural differences of minority groups, by 
suggesting the consideration of how indigenous peoples or ‘national minorities’ are positioned 
when their homeland is lost through ‘conquest, colonization, or federation’. Similarly, the family can 
be seen as a set of small minority groupings whose identity, values and customs are incorporated 
into a larger, state-wide ‘majority’ representation via compulsory schooling. See also Giddens 
(2000) who, within the ‘backdrop of change’, particularly for the family, and the political dilemmas of 
understanding representations such as ‘globalization’, ‘individualism’, distinctions between ‘left and 
right’, political agency and ecological problems (pp. 27-28), promotes the notion of community 
renewal and development based upon a partnership model of government. This social democratic, 
‘third way’ model is inclusive of all ethnic and economic groups. However, he states that whereas 
welfarism appeared less concerned with ‘obligation’, the new political motto suggests: no rights 
without responsibilities (p .65). Giddens also proposes that the ‘democratized family’, which now 
shares similar criteria and processes as those implied within the public sphere, namely equality, 
individual rights and respect, decision-making via negotiation, and freedom from violence (pp 88-
93), could be respected and promoted as a political strategy for social cohesion, as it combines 
‘individual choice’ and ‘social solidarity’.      
69 Schools in Australia (1973). 
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neglecting the underprivileged whose needs could have been met through a more social 

democratic model of education. 

 

Rizvi leans towards a less bureaucratically organized system. He gestures towards the 

possibility of a community-run education system as a means of attaining equity, where 

the needs of that community could better be met, particularly those of the working class. 

By devolving decision-making to a democratically self-organized school community, it 

is suggested that equity could be secured, though no argument is proposed as to how the 

frequently inequitable effects of democratisation can be avoided. 

 

The implication of this suggestion is that educational devolution ought to conform to a 

philosophical principle of education. Nonetheless, some means to transform an ‘ideal’ 

situation into reality are also suggested by some critical commentaries. According to 

Gibson (1987, cited in Doig et al.), critical theory maintains that ‘in human affairs all 

"facts" are socially constructed, humanly determined and interpreted, and hence subject 

to change through human means’. This generalised social constructionism underpins 

AR’s self-report or conception of itself as a ‘humanising’ technology, which can 

instigate positive change (Carr and Kemmis, 1986). How it squares with or resorts to 

intrinsically human capacities, or with institutional/technical means of government 

remains to be seen.  

 

1.5 AR’s emancipatory assertions 

AR researchers all agree that action research must be `emancipatory’  (Carr and Kemmis, 

1983,1986; Elliott, 1991:116; Kemmis and Wilkinson, 1998:24; McTaggart, 1991:30; 

Marshall, Cobb and Ling, 1998; Watters et al., 1998:258). This method of research 
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insists on critical reflection by individuals, breaking down hierarchies, with an eye to 

`humanising’ institutions, thus making them more effective to individuals’ needs. I shall 

now illustrate some of the core elements underlying this ‘emancipatory’ aspect of AR.   

 

Firstly, AR can be seen in ‘transformatory’ terms such as unshackling oneself from 

dominating power, particularly that imposed by government and its institutions. For 

instance, Kemmis et al. (1998:24) claim: ‘it aims to help people to recover, and unshackle 

themselves from, the constraints of irrational, unproductive, unjust and unsatisfying social 

structures (italics in original) which limit their self-development and self-determination’. 

One such hierarchy targeted for critique is that between teachers and academics. 

 

In Teachers’ Voices for School Change - An Introduction to Educative Research 

(1992:6), Gitlin et al. suggest that educational `expertise’ is currently too narrowly 

defined: 

We have struggled against this hierarchy because it leaves teachers silenced and 
limits reform efforts by excluding the concerns and insights of those who are 
best informed about the everyday workings of schools. Our actions, however, 
are not simply directed at finding ways for teachers to collaborate with those 
researchers housed in the university. Instead, we are attempting to challenge the 
narrow standards on which expertise is based as well as the material results of 
such standards (Gitlin et al., 1992:6-7). 

 

John Field also suggests some ‘engaging’ uses for AR in the foreword to Jean McNiff's 

(typically titled) Creating A Good Social Order Through Action Research (1992): 

Action research is about learning. It involved us in active, open-ended and 
vigorous reflection upon our work and its consequences. Doing action research 
requires us to draw upon our own resources, individual and mutual, as 
experienced practitioners. It is an attractive process because it has to do not only 
with the production of knowledge for its own sake (though it has a contribution to 
make in that respect), nor with identifying technical improvements in our job 
(though it can help us understand the preconditions of "good practice"); it also has 
to do with emancipation (p. ix). 
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Like Kemmis and Wilkinson (1998) and Marshall et al. (1998), Field appeals to the 

notion of emancipation. But all these comments seem to suggest that the problems of 

education reside in the heavy hand of a domineering government.  

 

Secondly, the way AR promotes individual freedom from such controls is via ‘self-

reflective’, rational agency. Carr and Kemmis (1986) suggest that social authority rests 

with the autonomous, rational individual: `action researchers accept that transformations 

of social reality cannot be achieved without engaging the understandings of the social 

actors involved’ (p. 181). In other words, the way in which people interpret or 

understand their situations and practices becomes necessary before `transforming 

education’.70  

 

According to Kemmis et al. (1998), this transformational process is conceived as a 

practice: 

by individuals who act in the context of history and in ways constituted by a vast, 
historical web of social interactions between people. ...on this view, it is necessary 
to understand practice as having both objective (externally given) and subjective 
(internally understood and interpreted) aspects, both of which are necessary to 
understand how any practice is really practised, and how it is constituted 
historically and socially, and how it can be transformed if people critically 
transform what they do to enact the practice, transform the way it is understood 
and transform the situations in which they practice (Kemmis and Wilkinson, 
1998:31 in Atweh, Kemmis & Weeks).     

 

As in the Hegelian and Marxian traditions more broadly, Kemmis and Wilkinson offer 

here a ‘dialectical’ construction of emancipation, suggesting that action research 

challenges traditional dualisms such as `the individual versus the social’, and `the objective 

                                                 
70 Although, as a high school teacher, David Blades (1997) does not specifically mention the AR 
methodology, his ‘salvation’ narrative of the attempts and challenges to bring about change 
within a Canadian provincial secondary school science curriculum appears similar to such 
themes contained within AR.  

 45



versus the subjective’, and argue that such dualisms should be `understood dialectically 

(italics in original) - that is, as mutually opposed (and often contradictory) but mutually 

necessary aspects of human, social, historical reality’ (Kemmis et al., 1998:31).71  

 

Within this AR and PAR discourse promoting non-bureaucracy and empowerment, 

however, we can observe the expectation of personal/political-transformation dialectic 

expectancy. This dialectic notion of a relation between PAR’s personally transformative 

and socially participative dimensions is nicely captured in the following remarks by Susan 

Smith (1997):  

PAR, as a critical and spiritual form of research, is about personal and social 
transformation for liberation, that is, the eventual achievement of equitable 
communities and societies, which are characterized by justice, freedom, and 
ecological balance. …The group has ownership over what questions are pursued, 
and how. …[and] no one person or sub-group enters the process with the major 
question(s) already specified (Smith, 1997:173).72

 
 

Some of the above quotations acknowledge that there are socio-historical conditions and 

practices which construct individuals and institutions, yet we see no hint of social 

limitations based upon an individual’s status or experience, or actual capabilities. There 

is no mention of the need for expertise either. These comments also seem to presume 

that there is a progressive-developmental human character which will ultimately lead us 

to become self-governing individuals or people. It also presumes that social 

                                                 
71 In a similar vein, we can see the ‘contradictory’ logics within governmental endeavours, as 
people are mobilized into their own self-management through their own individual aspirations 
and desires (Donzelot, 1979, 1997). 
72 Within this scenario, there is no mention of existing social systems or the state as a framework 
for ensuring (mostly) non-violent ‘settled’ life within which this critical dialogue can take place, or 
`the how’ to achieve such ends, other than drawing upon `the critical’ and `the spiritual’ self, or 
group consciousness (Smith, 1997:180). Rather than elaborating on the organization of information 
and knowledge and how it can be processed in order to be socially effective, Smith seems to 
suggest a `pre-existing’ sense of individual justice and a harmonious community, in line with Rizvi 
(1994). All one has to do is `tap it’. 
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developments are the outcome of an underlying purpose or design, and that such 

developments will progressively unfold over time if given the right circumstances.73

 

AR advocates apply their emancipatory imperative as much to themselves as to others: 

`social research, itself, is not immune to political and ideological influences on its 

methods and interpretations’ (Biddle and Anderson, 1991:17). Sometimes this impulse 

towards self-emancipation from ideological shackles gets the better of generosity or 

inclusivity, vis-à-vis differences of opinion or method.  

 

Within these AR debates, it seems that the way AR is perceived and used also comes under 

critical scrutiny. Hanrahan (1998:314) and Watters et al. (1998:258) reiterate this point. 

Watters et al. state:  

Some are very demanding and exclusive in their definition of what does and does 
not count as action research (McTaggart 1991; McTaggart and Garbutcheon-
Singh (1986); others use the term more loosely (Zuber-Skerritt 1991).     

 

AR turns on its own proponents in the spirit of ‘autocritique’, and the desire to be more 

radical than one’s colleagues. In his `Whatever Happened to Action Research?’, Wilfred 

Carr (1995b) draws upon a paper of the same name by Sanford (1970) which suggests that 

AR has lost its potency as it too became `institutionalized’. Carr laments that although AR 

`offers itself as a radical alternative to positivism, there are some disturbing similarities 

between the two’ (p.105). Heshusius and Ballard (1996) characterize positivism thus:  

With its emphasis on scientific, methodological, and quantitative rationality, 
Western thought began to liquidate all other ways of knowing: not intuition; not 
imagination; not feelings; not spiritual knowing; not knowing through connecting, 
participation, and identification; not qualitative subtleties; and surely not the 
knowledge that the body holds. Only the elegant, well-controlled cleanliness of 
mathematical certainty could count as knowledge (Heshusius and Ballard, 1996:4-
5).   

                                                 
73  For a similar statement of this assumption, see Carr and Kemmis (1986). 
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Foster and Harman (1992) also refer to some of the dilemmas within various branches 

of sociology.74  On the one hand, there are objections to the 'objective' scientific or 

'positivist' approach which tries to reduce the influences of various individuals within 

the investigation. On the other hand, the 'subjectivist (or non-positivist) position' puts 

forward the case that social behaviour and knowledge 'should not be reduced to 

objective science'. Rather, it should be understood in 'human terms'.  

 

Scheeres and Solomon (2000) provide us with another example of the ongoing debates 

regarding different forms of ‘expertise’ and research methodologies. Regarding their 

collaborative project, they state, self-critically: 'The methodology, as reflected in the 

submission, provided a linear procedural description of tasks' (Scheeres and Solomon, 

2000:122). The project’s 'positivist' approach emphasized ‘determinacy, rationality, 

impersonality and prediction’, at the expense of: 

the complexities around the construction of workplace knowledge and 
practices, … site-specific factors that might challenge the production of a 
generic list of oral communication competencies and generic training modules 
for trainers, … [and critical self-reflection on] our own academic position on 
research (Scheeres and Solomon, 2000:122). 
 

Their collaborative project also reported problems with resultant ‘collisions that became 

evident among the different players’ (Scheeres and Solomon, 2000:117). The problem 

for Scheeres and Solomon appears to be a lack of acknowledgment that it was their 

'technical expertise' that allowed them ‘to identify “objectively”’ what was necessary ‘to 

get the job done’ (Scheeres and Solomon, 2000:123). So it seems that the ultimate 

                                                 
74 Barry Hindess (1973) gives an indepth analysis of the widespread sociological debates 
occurring during the 1950s and beyond, in particular, those relating to methodologies which 
were considered useful in gathering ‘objective’ knowledge. See also Richard Bates (1990) who, 
in his Series Introduction, describes how more traditional forms of educational administration 
have created a vacuum ‘into which a very haphazard collection of intellectual bric-a-brac has 
been sucked’. Even though Bates appears to lament such a state, as Course team Chairman, 
he simultaneously appears to herald works which make ‘a commitment to critical and reflexive 
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paradox for some teachers and academic researchers is that they are not good at 

accepting the available structures which make such data gathering exercises possible.  

What do they offer as an alternative?   

 

The general dialectical formula is to integrate objective knowledge via surveys, with 

‘ethnographic’ subjective knowledge via individual testimony or ‘life experience’ 

(Foster and Harman, 1992:8). There is an abundant source of socially-critical academic 

literature within the school change milieu which suggests AR and PAR75 are preferred by 

education faculty personnel, as well as some teachers, as practical alternatives to 

`positivist’ social science approaches.  Marshall, Cobb and Ling argue that PAR has the 

key elements of ‘socially critical schooling’ embedded in it, which include: ‘[a] sense of 

community, collaboration, negotiation and self-reflection’ (Marshall, Cobb and Ling, 

1998:167). 

 

Thirdly, groups can attain emancipation via community and collaboration (Scheeres and 

Solomon, 2000). ‘Collaborative partnerships between government, industry and the 

university have been hailed by politicians as a significant cornerstone in recent 

workplace training reforms’ (Scheeres and Solomon, 2000:114). Such alliances have 

enabled `“collaborative” policy construction and implementation’, which is also 

‘heavily supported by commissioned research and curriculum development funding’ 

(Scheeres and Solomon, 2000:114). Paralleling the TELSS project outcomes, they also 

state that such partnerships ‘are not unproblematic’.  

 

                                                                                                                                               
consideration of educational practice’ as alternative perspectives to ‘the technical, functionalist 
approach’. 
75 PAR, in particular, gains momentum during the early 1990s in Australia. 
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Foote-Whyte (1991) contends that PAR begins by discovering a problem that the 

community believes important and depends for its success on the commitment of the 

participants. He promotes PAR as it involves people in the community under study 

participating actively with the professional researcher throughout the research process, 

from initial design to final presentation of results, and discussion of their action 

implications. According to Foote-Whyte, this methodology is also a useful tool for 

teamwork, `when it comes to solving complex, problematic situations whose development 

calls for teamwork and mutual commitment among several interested parties' (Foote-

Whyte, 1991: 152). 

 

In PAR, researchers must be willing to `relinquish the unilateral control’ they 

traditionally maintain over research and `must rely upon rational discourse and 

processes of persuasion’ (p. 241) to effect planning and implementation of the project. 

Once again, autonomy and self-governance are the paramount values and goals, with 

processing and organization of gathered knowledge seemingly dependant upon `rational’, 

self-realizing subjects. So even though expert consultants’ services are deployed, this 

expertise is to be kept in the background. 

 

The above-mentioned emancipatory aspects typify AR’s persistent concern with 

questions such as: `what, and whose knowledge is considered `legitimate’ knowledge?’ 

How is it generated? Whose interests does this knowledge serve? The terms and tenor of 

these questions admit only one form of answer. The hierarchical organization of 

knowledge must be democratised. Let us now see how AR discourse, with its focus 

upon generating change and learning, for persons, communities and organizations, 

conceives this democratic solution to the problem of educational knowledge order. In 
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other words, if for AR ‘bureaucracy’ is the problem, how is democratic involvement going 

to solve these problems? 

 

1.6 Participation: from experts to the community 

A favoured solution is to empower teachers and their ‘own self-understandings of their 

practices’ (Elliott, 1991:115), and of the practical difficulties of ‘the everyday workings 

of schools’ (Gitlin et al., 1992:6-7). Outside interference from either universities with their 

theoretical knowledge, governments with their new education policy initiatives, or 

centralized bureaucracies with their ongoing ‘red tape’, is perceived to restrict teachers in 

their work. Cooper et al. cite Argyris and Schön, particularly Argyris, (1970) who 

advocated that ‘the learners must be the entire learning system’. Cooper et al claim:76

Rather than developing a position where the facilitator stands somehow as the 
"knower" or "expert", a situation must be fostered where the facilitator develops 
with the participants in a cycle of critically reflective knowing. 

 

As a 1970s critic of educational bureaucracy put it:    

The hierarchy is of vital importance, since the individual’s participation in an 
organization is always affected by his place in the hierarchy. The larger the 
organization the lower morale drops as the mass of individuals tend 
increasingly to feel unimportant (Walker, 1970:163).77   

 
We can particularly note the leaning towards a ‘levelling out’ of overt forms of 

expertise, as a means to empower the individual, thus achieving the organization’s goals 

through increased individual autonomy (Abramson and Kamensky, 2001; Schuster, 

1998; Skat-Rordam, 1999:133). 

 

It is important to emphasize how widespread is this critique of hierarchy in education, 

as is its remedy: the restructuring of school administration as a means to ‘empower the 

                                                 
76 `Critique and Evaluations’, Ch12. 
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teacher’ (Fullan and Hargreaves, 1991:99-107). This is now widespread. Caldwell (in 

Fullan and Hargreaves, 1991:iii) states: ‘Principals and teachers can work together in a 

professional partnership of a kind which is suited to the context of education in the 

1990s’. However, the aim is to make schools more effective for students.78 The 

‘reflective practitioner’, which translates as ‘how professionals think in action’ (Schön, 

1983; 1987) has became institutionalized.79 So too, incessant institutional changes have 

become ‘the norm’. As Mervyn Wilkinson (1996), an AR consultant suggests: `Action 

Research is a process that is wedded to the concept of change’ (1996:13), in terms of 

individual and institutional improvement.80 In line with Guba and Lincoln (1989), 

Wilkinson also states that AR includes and encourages the involvement of `all 

stakeholders’ within an organization.  

 

In response to the proposed restructuring of Australia’s post-compulsory education 

sector, which promoted ‘portability’ and ‘flexibility’ in student training and 

credentialing, correspondingly, teachers and academics also required re-training in their 

workplaces. Within the university setting, Scott and Weeks (1998) expand the 

possibilities of `collaborative’ action research as part of academic teachers’ professional 

development,81 but also in order to ‘challenge and change disciplinary-insular values and 

                                                                                                                                               
77  Here we can observe Fuller's (2003:45) comments on ‘rankism’, or the way people divide 
themselves into categories of 'somebodies' or 'nobodies'. 
78  Fullan, M., Bennett, B. and Rolheiser-Bennett, C. (1990). 
79 See Scott and Weeks (1998); Also, Marshall et al. (1998:163-164) as educators, describe 
their role in ‘aligning professional practice with the ideals of the state’s social justice agenda’.  
80  Drawing upon a case study of a large local-government organization in New Zealand, Zorn et 
al. (2000) assert that workers were inundated with change-related communications and 
promotions. They also highlight the multiple perspectives in which change is celebrated and 
promoted in the workplace. Citing Trujillo (1992), three suggested perspectives are the 
“functional”, the “romantic” and the “critical” (Zorn et al. 2000:515).  
81 During the 1990s, Denise Scott and Patricia Weeks co-ordinated the ‘Teaching, Reflection 
and Collaboration’ (TRAC) academic staff development programme for teachers at QUT, 
Brisbane.  
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beliefs [of teachers]’ (Scott and Weeks, 1998:247).82 Their specific concerns and goals 

were ‘to do something about the phenomenon of being untrained educators in a 

teaching/learning environment’ (Scott and Weeks, 1998:247), and adopted collaborative 

and self-reflective practices to modify more traditional ‘expert’ practices within teachers’ 

professional development.83  

  

This incorporation of AR as a tool of professionalization84 and teacher empowerment is 

much in evidence in Queensland’s educational reform agenda. For instance, during the 

1980s and 1990s there was an explosion of material related to the installation of gender 

equity programs - at that time for girls - within Australian schools.85  

 

At the Queensland Education Department’s86 launch of their Gender Equity Policy in 

1992, Jan Gillies, the Assistant Director of Studies - Social Justice Department, 

                                                 
82 Similarly, Walker (1970:8-10) discusses isolation in terms of how school administrators (as 
teachers also) resembled ‘something approaching a closed shop’. Very few personnel appeared 
to gain experience ‘outside’ their own state administered systems, unlike departmental super-
intendants (or inspectors) who were seen to experience ‘more interstate and international 
movement’.  
83  Although not involved in AR research, in their discussions of 'an eight country study of reform 
practices in teacher education’, Popkewitz and Pereyra (1993) suggest two notions of power 
which appear to negatively impact upon the profession. On the one hand, they state that ‘power-
as-sovereignty’ represents ‘the actors and "forces" that are in the arena of teacher education 
and the interests that they represent’. On the other hand, Popkewitz and Pereyra outline that 
‘power-as-a-function-of-knowledge, emphasizes the ways in which the standards and rules for 
thinking about teaching and professional education produce constraints through the construction 
of institutional practices’ (Popkewitz and Pereyra, 1993:17). 
84 Brooker et al. (1998:190-193) discuss the role of AR in teachers’ professional development on 
gender issues. Although federally funded by The Department of Employment, Education and 
Training and Youth Affairs (DEETYA), their national project included education office staff and 
schools that were involved or interested in gender equity issues. Two schools each from 
Queensland and New South Wales were chosen, with the overall task of developing 
‘professional development modules for school teachers and administrators’.  
85 Gender equity reforms have been promoted as a national undertaking via compulsory 
schooling in Australia since the mid 1980s (McKibbin, 1992). Also Sue Johnston (1990,1994) 
has written extensively on gender equity and AR in a ‘circumspect’ manner. Her work, Retention 
Rates: More than Just Counting Heads (1990) is cited by Jarred (2002), the Senior 
Parliamentary Research Officer, in The Education (Queensland Studies Authority) Bill 2001, p.7. 
Available: <http://www.parliament.qld.gov.au/parlib/research/index.htm>.  
During the 1980s, the Swedish government also recognized the need for gender equity reforms. 
Berge (2001:290-291) describes the usefulness of AR’s ‘self-reflective’ techniques in teachers’ 
attempts to address gender equity pedagogy in the classroom.  
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suggested the need for teachers’ ‘self’-education, and identified some of the processes 

associated with change. Gillies describes the various stages of personal development 

consistent with AR practices. These included getting over the initial shock of 

governmental requirements to promote gender equity, then `critical inquiry’. Such 

`critical inquiry’ included a survey of the requirements for teachers’ self-education. The 

following stage was collecting evidence for action. Gillies claimed, however, that before 

ownership and innovation could take over, a backlash usually occurs, where changes are 

challenged. These stages occur before the prescribed goals can take place. But such 

success depended upon administration, skilling teachers, willing students and informing 

parents. We can note how the department’s bureaucratic arrangements also incorporated 

the civic republican programme. Coinciding with this Gender Equity Policy launch was 

the incorporation of a Social Justice Department, subscribing to principles of equity, 

equality, access and participation (Department of Education Queensland, 1992:17).87  

 

According to Marshall, Cobb and Ling (1998:163-188), AR strategies continue to be 

‘mandated’ within Education Queensland.  Marshall et al. were educators situated at 

local School Support Centres.88 They commonly used PAR to promote reform initiatives 

within the broader educational community which were within their sphere of influence. 

Action research and community consultants89 were also utilized as a means of training 

                                                                                                                                               
86  See Department of Education, Queensland (1992a).  
87  Education Queensland now offers many downloadable professional development resources 
relating to gender issues in schools, using AR as the methodology. Viewed 19th February 2004, 
<http://education.qld.gov.au/students/advocacy/equity/gender-sch/docs/action-details>.  
88  School Support Centres were established by the Queensland Department of Education to 
provide resources and expertise in support of curriculum change and development in schools in 
their local areas. 
89 Tony Kelly (Kelly and Sewell, 1986, 1988) was a ‘community building’ consultant who worked 
with education personnel and Parent Development Officers during the mid-1990s.     
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Parent Development Officers and `parent liaison workers’ within the department’s new 

parent participation initiatives.90

 

These moves correspond with equivalent trends in other states, as well as similar 

developments in international institutional reorganization. There is agreement with the 

need for reform, but, ostensibly at least, not via bureaucratic means. Rather, it is argued 

that the school and its community will bring about necessary changes, and they have a ‘so-

called’ right to do so.  

 

In 1994, when writing about ‘School Based Management’ and reform of the state school 

system, Queensland's Director-General of Education stated: 

One of the main thrusts of the current movement to reform state school systems in 
Australia is the move towards school-based management. School-based 
management is about the delegation of power away from a centralised 
bureaucracy to schools and communities. The push for school-based management 
is not unique to Queensland nor is it a recent development. Movements towards 
school-based management can be found in all Australian States and Territories 
(Peach, 1994: 9). 

 
 
In this, he was supported by the Queensland Premier (Goss, 1994) who stated that the 

education of children is so important that the whole community needs to be involved in 

that education, for the sake of the whole future of society. In 2004, the rally for 

partnerships and participation are ongoing.91

                                                 
90 Within the Department of Education’s ‘draft’ Position Description of the role of the Parent 
Development Officer (April, 1994a:1), particular objectives were to ‘Raise the awareness of 
parents and educators as to their mutual roles in the education of students to ensure open 
communication and effective school community decision making’. Also described was the role of 
the school as ‘organisational unit’: ‘operations of a school are based on the fundamental 
principles of equity, effectiveness, participation, responsiveness and public accountability’.   
91 See <http://education.qld.gov.au/etrf/setp.html>, where Queensland's education and training 
reforms for the future (SETP) include building partnerships across learning and youth service 
providers, employers and community organizations. See also Queensland’s Department of 
Employment and Training, [online] for information relating to careers, jobs and training for young 
people, as well as these more recent changes to Queensland’s Senior schooling, viewed 21st 
May 2004, <http://www.trainandemploy.qld.gov.au>.           
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However, the participatory discourse which suggests that people have `a universal right to 

participate in the production of knowledge’ which directly impacts upon their lives (Freire, 

cited in Smith, Willms and Johnson, 1997:xi; Rizvi, 1994:5), has also become 

institutionalized. This includes the “school community” of students, teachers and parents: 

Educational action research in schools does not pertain to teachers only. The 
process can, and should, involve parents and children as well. All can be 
included in the problem solving, problem posing, planning, implementation, 
monitoring and reflection phases. The same applies in other workplaces and 
contexts (Wilkinson, 1996:17). 
 
 

So AR promotes `popular’ democracy as a `political’ tool, which has now filtered into 

policy programmes. Expert/critical commentary which resonates with AR commentary, 

can now be seen reflected in policy documents and contemporary non-bureaucratic 

directions. Critics, managerial consultants and AR advocates, it seems, both inform and 

form part of the mechanism of bureaucratic analysis. 

 

1.7 Soft experts: the roles of academics and consultants 

AR consultants, their literature and practices are used constantly to translate policy into 

practice.92 Some prominent themes and properties contained within the AR movement also 

appear within the ethos of ‘new managerialism’. Its stress is upon anti-bureaucracy and 

                                                 
92  See Ch9, Atweh, Kemmis and Weeks (1998). See also Ginns et al. (2001) as an example of 
how PAR has been used to promote the professional development of a group of beginner 
Primary School teachers. Drawing upon Kemmis and McTaggart (1988), Levin and Rock (2003) 
also discuss how collaborative AR has been used within a semester-long ‘preservice’ 
professional teacher training exercise, where experienced teachers or mentors paired up with a 
novice or mentee. However, the final word on collaborative AR was offered in the following 
summary. Beneficial results require: adequate time, AR training, structures which ‘encourage 
and facilitate collaboration’ and ‘a system of reward and accountability’ (Levin and Rock, 2003: 
148). Also adopting AR techniques, and other tools for professional development within the 
higher education sector, Zuber-Skerritt (1993) advances the notion of individuals as “personal 
scientists” and organisations as “learning organisations”. See also interview with Jim Murphy 
(2000). Available: <http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/ari/p-jmurphy00.html>. Furthermore, 
AR consultants now promote virtual professional development courses, creating even greater 
virtual networks. See ‘AR teaching tool’ on the ENC site, co-edited by Ken Tobin, (Sweeney and 
Tobin, 2000). Available: <http://www.nwrel.org/msec/resources/singleresource.asp?id>. 
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transforming organizations by ‘dismantling’ what appears as ‘rigidities’93 in the 

workplace.94 Another common theme within new ‘managerialism’ literature is this notion 

of mobilizing an organization by giving more opportunities for employees95 and 

‘stakeholders’ to part-take in local decision-making.  

 

Queensland’s current education policies now resonate with AR commentary, education 

critique, democratic theory and new managerialism, as they also seem to suggest an 

`anti-bureaucratic’ agenda. The views about bureaucratic hierarchies, expertise and 

individual autonomy, which were taking hold even back in the 1960s, are installed as 

policy initiatives today, particularly ways to ‘empower’ teachers and include 

‘stakeholders’ in decision-making. So how are we to understand the ease with which 

this apparently radical and populist intellectual agenda has found a place within the 

official institutions of educational governance? Later in the thesis, we will address this 

                                                 
93  Peters and Waterman (1984); Osborne and Gaebler (1992). 
94  Rose (1999:157) appears to question the endless commentary about how far you can take 
the minimization of so-called institutional ‘rigidities’ within the workplace, as well as the endless 
pains one has to go to find the appropriate means to increase ‘the flexibility of relations between 
the individual and the workplace’. Rose also notes that within the backdrop of economic 
governance, the ensuing insecurity of such ‘casualization’ is perceived in ‘positive value’ terms, 
such as workplace ‘flexibilization’. However, the replacement of economic security through full-
time work by the encroachment of ‘casualization’ through such ‘part-time’ and ‘short-term 
contracts’ (such as those usually accepted by Research Assistants and increasingly by 
academic staff in the latter part of the C20th, and into the C21st), has caused a nation-wide 
debate and national strike in Australia's university sector in 2003. See Illing, ‘Reforms shifting 
goalposts, say uni chiefs’, in The Weekend Australian, 18-19 October, p.6. He draws attention 
to the national strike by Australia's University staff staged on October 16, 2003. The protest was 
over federal funding which is to be contingent upon 'universities radically overhauling their 
workplace systems'. This includes increasing levels of casualization and accountability 
measures. 'While vice-chancellors did not support the strike, neither will they accept the 
industrial measures', Illing writes.  
95 Argyris (1957, in Schuster, 1998:49) attempts to address ‘the conflict between system and 
individual’. His management critique was based on what he saw as the contradictions between 
the ‘basic needs of the individual and the demands of the typical organization’. It has become 
highly influential within current strategic organizational management literature. His promotion of 
organizational success through employee-centred commitment is now a common phenomenon. 
See Ashkenas et al. (2002) and Bergmann et al. (1999). See also Martinez Lucio and 
MacKenzie (2004) who suggest that new corporate practices which promote flexibility and the 
‘sharing’ of responsibility present some ‘overlooked’ organizational issues such as the 
importance of ‘boundaries’.  
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question, analyzing this management strategy and weighing up its benefits and pitfalls. 

In the meantime, we return to the TELSS case study which encapsulates the policy 

decisions of ‘new managerialism’, including ‘decentralization’, as well as moves to 

increase ‘democratic administration’ via teacher, student and parent participation in the 

decision-making, adopting AR as the  technology.   

 

1.8 TELSS and AR: a case study  

The ‘teaching for effective learning in senior schooling’ or TELSS project emerged in 

Australia as a means to improve adolescent students’ vocational and educational 

aspirations and social destinies, which paralleled the educational aims of those 

innovative UK teachers almost thirty years ago (Elliott, 1991). The key contrast 

between these two reform programmes, however, was that in the UK, it was a teachers’ 

‘grassroots’ campaign. The aims of teachers then were to promote institutional 

flexibility in their own workplace, by reorganizing their own teaching practices as a 

means to accommodate the needs of their students. 

 

In Australia, the TELSS project was a top-down reform programme. It was organized as 

a collaborative action research case study (Kemmis, 1987) with the aim of changing 

teaching and learning practice in years 11 and 12 at Hillsdale State High School in 

Brisbane. Hillsdale, like many other schools at the time, was seeking ways to address 

the many issues being raised in relation to post-compulsory education, at both the state 

and federal levels. Within these post-compulsory school reforms, the TELSS project 

then set out to become a vehicle through which teachers’ empowerment and 

professional development could be addressed. For instance, teachers’ professional 
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training now included the requirement of an expansion of their mind set beyond 

disciplinary boundaries into this field of ‘competency’ based training and assessment. 

 

In accordance with the Finn (1991), Mayer (1992) and Carmichael (1992) Reports, 

schools were trying to find ways to adapt to the contemporary changing conditions:  

current national and state-wide education policy initiatives were beginning to 
take account of industry and business requirements for employees, particularly 
in relation to school leavers. Education delivery was in the process of 
changing to focus on abilities that could be categorised as essential learnings 
and key competencies, and the trend towards high retention rates in schools at 
year 12 had reopened the debate between general and vocational education.96

 

Doig et al.97 also cite Queensland’s Managing the Effects of Change in Secondary 

Education (Department of Education, 1989), which followed in the wake of various 

concerns about effective management, particularly those relating to the implementation 

of  ‘changes desired by government agencies’.  

 

The theme of ‘resistance to change’ is a powerful device for initiating changes, as our 

historical account of the emergence of AR in the UK (Elliott, 1991) suggests. AR was 

situated as the preferred methodology for promoting and reviewing the proposed 

curriculum reforms, namely the essential learnings and key competency changes which 

had been directed mainly at the secondary schooling sector. Cooper et al. state:98

At that time the idea was that the intervention would facilitate, examine and 
document the change process in terms of the students, teachers, society and the 
state education system, using the action research procedure of plan, act, observe 
and reflect. The relationship between QUT staff and teachers was to be 
collaborative with staff working with teachers as co-researchers. The approach 
to the project was to be ethnographic in nature (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984), and 
to take a multi-method approach (Brewer & Hunter, 1992) to data gathering, 
with both qualitative and quantitative and formative and summative techniques 

                                                 
96 McKibbin and Cooper (1995). 
97 `Literature Review’, Ch2. 
98 Excerpts from `Beginnings’, Ch1. 
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utilised. Analysis would be multi-perspective, incorporating the rich variety of 
discourses in which case-study research is embedded. 
 
 

The mapping of the school stretched across curriculum areas of Science, the Social 

Sciences, English and included the parents and guardians at the school. 

 

Accordingly, the project invited staff to participate in their own professional 

development as a means to seek out new ways to incorporate the key competencies 

within the schools’ curriculum,99 and to determine their already existent embedding 

across the curriculum. Beyond its role in aiding professional development, one of the 

general features of the TELSS project was combating organizational alienation. The 

TELSS project advocated addressing the ‘teacher isolation’ anomaly, particularly within 

this ‘ongoing’ re-organization of educational institutions, as well as within the 

curriculum changes. These changes were perceived at that time to enhance students’ 

social citizenship rights and obligations to become meaningfully employed. In contrast 

to AR's smaller beginnings, however, the wider community was now invited into these 

reform processes. Finding equitable ways to assess the competencies also became a 

task, as did informing the school community of  widespread proposed changes within 

vocational education and training.  

 

The research team formulated their objectives in the following terms: (1) to reduce 

change to manageable levels allowing more opportunity for successful renewal of 

teaching; (2) allow observations and reflections to focus on how these teachers and 

students think, perceive and act in relation to change; (3) enable implications to be 

drawn from the many contexts in which participants act, including the family of the 

                                                 
99   Meredyth (1994:122-5). 
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students, the promotional opportunities of teachers within the system and the 

professional needs of the tertiary participants; and (4) allow the historical context to be 

considered.  

 

It was argued at the time that the strength of an action research methodology was its 

ability to put into place `a more effective program of teaching and [to] empower 

teaching staff’ who would continue to improve their teaching (Cooper et al.). It was also 

used as a means of soliciting community participation through the ‘democratisation’ of 

expertise. Centrally, it was widely argued in education policy circles that if this change 

was to be effective, it was necessary to include high-school parents in the processes, as 

well as institutions responsible for realizing the new agendas. It also became obvious 

over time, that the new managerialist approach to employment was adopted, particularly 

for the research staff on the project. There was certainly a leaning towards a ‘levelling 

out’ of overt forms of expertise, as goals were to be attained through the empowered 

individual (Abramson and Kamensky, 2001; Schuster, 1998; Skat-Rordam,1999:133). 

 

As such, action research practices were also seen as powerful means of developing 

research knowledge (Cooper et al).100 We can recognize many of the official objectives 

of AR ideology and method, including the focus on self-transformation, the ‘softening’ 

of expertise, the participation of affected groups, and the language of empowerment and 

emancipation. We find them, however, in an applied research project designed to 

facilitate the implementation of government policy via the mobilization of the school 

and its ‘community’. The TELSS project thus offers a window onto the manner in 

                                                 
100 `Critique and Evaluations’, Ch12. 
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which AR’s socially radical discourse can function as an instrument of social 

governance. 

 

In Chapter One, I have presented and contextualised AR and PAR, noting how it seems 

to resonate with broader trends in government, such as the need to combat perceived 

institutional failures via less hierarchical, flatter bureaucracies, as well as more 

autonomized individuals.  However, these aspects still remain to be analyzed. We turn 

now to Chapter Two to describe and review in more detail how some of these 

understandings, rationales and influences of AR and PAR were played out within the 

TELSS project.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Action Research in Action  

 

2.1 Introduction  

AR expert/consultants’ pronouncements and commentary on participation is often 

uncharacteristically uncritical. For as we will see, the push for parent and school 

community participation seemed to present many more problems than solutions.  The 

empirical data, as well as the almost ‘embarrassingly’ trivial levels at which the practice 

of participation has to be described, especially by comparison with the elevated 

philosophical and even spiritual language in which it is theorized, highlights some 

problems with the radical democratic notions of government through freedom or 

emancipation. These include the theoretical claims that such rights automatically exist and 

only have to be exercised. 

 

Chapter Two now draws on the TELSS School Community sub-project as a case study in 

which AR and PAR were key elements. This chapter will describe the various project 

developments, as well as how the participant observer tried to include other parents.  

Reflections on the overall project results will be discussed from the point of view of 

both parents and some members of the TELSS project, which include the management 

team and participating school personnel.  Parents’ reflections and their combined efforts 

in the consequent ‘re-planning’ stages will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Five. 
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2.2 TELSS subjects 

It was an ambitious collaborative AR project. Since the 1990s, standard problems involved 

in gaining ARC ‘linkage’ grants have been acknowledged, especially in managing industry 

partner expectations.101  In this instance, the key research question was:102

How can teaching and learning be most productively renewed in the Senior 
Schooling Years of a large urban high school, taking into account, the various 
needs and beliefs of both students and teachers, the social context in which the 
school operates and the various political pressures currently being exerted on the 
education system in general?  
        
 

The aim of the TELSS study was for QUT researchers and school teachers to work 

together to improve teaching and learning in the senior school years in such a way that 

students' vocational chances could be enhanced. The particular social and demographic 

characteristics of Hillsdale State High School are outlined in Cooper et al.103  Briefly, it 

was categorized it as an inner city State school which had been established in 1961. At 

the commencement of the project, the school had grown to 1130 pupils, with 590 of 

these students attending senior school grades (years 11 and 12). There were 83 teaching 

personnel. This high school had a broad curriculum base and a distinctive and diverse 

pupil population, particularly in years 11 and 12. It was popular as an innovative school 

which offered a broad curriculum in years 11 and 12, including TAFE programs.  

However, the student population change from Year 10 to 11 was a certain challenge for 

this school, as it meant that half the year 11 and 12 pupils were new to the school, with 

many having transferred from other secondary schools, and some having poor academic 

records. 

                                                 
101 Scheeres and Solomon (2000) maintain that collaborative partnerships between university, 
industry and government are considered by politicians to make a significant contribution to 
research and curriculum development. They also claim they ‘are not unproblematic’ (Scheeres 
and Solomon, 2000:114). 
102 Cooper et al. explain the details of the original grant application in ‘Beginnings’, Ch1. The key 
research question is outlined in Doig (1993). 
103 ‘Beginnings’, Ch1. 
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Initially, all parents/guardians, teachers, students, administration and auxiliary staff from 

Hillsdale State High School were seen as potential 'subjects'.  At the same time, a 

number of QUT staff from different curriculum, administration and research 

backgrounds took on differing levels of administrative responsibility on a daily basis. 

This number of subjects became more narrowly defined as the project progressed. The 

reasons for this reduction in scale will be the focus of the discussion in subsequent 

chapters.   

 

2.3 TELSS project procedures 

Firstly, before the project could proceed with any research into teaching and learning 

practices and outcomes within post-compulsory education, including the role of 

families, it had to locate some means to do so. The Management Committee of the 

project decided to survey the teachers, students and parents.104 From the outset, the AR 

methodology was adopted by the management  team as a useful tool in terms of 

‘empowering’ the teaching staff by overcoming the perceived barriers of hierarchized 

expertise. In keeping with AR methods of planning, acting then reflecting before the re-

planning stage, instruments had to be prepared for students, staff and parents. The plans 

were set in place to gather student data first. The main focus of data collection from 

students and teachers was their experiences and perceptions of teaching and learning at 

this particular high school. Some themes or issues specified within the student 

questionnaire included: student demographics, ethnicity, home environment, current 

employment, aspirations, study habits, subject choice, learning habits, discipline, 

                                                 
104 Planning stages are outlined in Cooper et al., 'Planning and Management', Ch10. 
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vocational education, teacher and school evaluation and facilities.105 Arcodia et al. 

state:106  

A questionnaire was developed and administered to all students. Students who 
did not attend school on the survey day were invited to complete the 
questionnaire at a later date. This was done to ensure that all important groups 
(e.g., truants) had the opportunity to express their views and concerns about the 
quality of education they were experiencing. 
 
 

The Teachers’ Survey followed. The themes and issues considered in that questionnaire 

include: teacher profile, work experience, staff relations, departmental planning, teacher 

induction, morale, stress, parental/community involvement and participation, 

organization and administration, staff meetings, resources and equipment, professional 

development, learning environment, purpose of homegroup and catering for the Senior 

School.  Arcodia et al.107 also state: 

The survey was seen to be a time-efficient method of gathering information and 
there was a large number of issues to which responses were required.  It enabled 
information from all teachers to be collected in the teacher’s own time. 
However, the complexity of the issues being canvassed in the survey (in the 
open questions) meant that a follow-up interview was needed to probe and 
explore issues raised in the survey. Because of time restraints, the interview 
could not be administered to all teachers so the questionnaire was used to 
enable a purposeful sample of teachers to be selected for the interview. 
 
 

In June 1993, it was decided that a parent questionnaire would be constructed as the best 

method of gathering data of parents' perceptions of the school. This included their 

student’s subject selection, career counselling, levels of support staff, vocational 

training, parent-teacher interviews and student reporting, student’s study habits and self-

discipline, parent involvement in the school, as well as the demographics of parents.   

                                                 
105 The Student Survey was used to gain a broad outlook of the school and its learning 
environment, from the students’ perspective but for the purposes of ‘teacher education’. Also 
Lyn Yates (2001) discusses a seven-year longitudinal, qualitative study of the relationship 
between student subjectivity and social change. Students were drawn from four different 
schools of varying social strata. However, the specific focus of this ’12 to 18 Project’, which also 
commenced in 1993, was to locate ways in which different schools were seen to shape different 
student identities in terms of ‘gender’ and ‘inequality’.   
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2.4 Parent sub-project: initial procedures  

In terms of interpreting the project's aims, utilizing PAR as the method, it was the 

beginning of many mostly ‘mundane’ moments. The parent/researcher’s108 introduction 

to the school community project came in the form of being asked to help conduct a 

parent survey.109 This survey information had to be systematically organized. Within the 

standard debates and divisions about methods of information gathering within AR and 

PAR, namely some objections to the 'objective' scientific or 'positivist' approach (Carr, 

1995b; Heshusius and Ballard, 1996; Scheeres and Solomon, 2000:122), with a 

preference towards ‘human experience’, both methods were adopted this instance. The 

survey methodology was chosen initially because it was a time-efficient method of 

gathering information from a large number of respondents. The questionnaire was 

designed with a mixture of open and closed questions. Multiple choice options allowed 

analysis by appropriate computer software. Qualitative data was gathered by allocating 

space for further comments to most of the questions.  

 

The survey questions were divided into three sections. Many questions in Part (a) were 

developed through consultation with the School’s Administration staff. This section 

included questions of parents' perceptions of schooling at Hillsdale, and whether these 

expectations were being met. It asked if the school was providing an education geared 

to the students' interests, abilities, and career futures. It asked how useful 

communications and school support services were. Part (b) questioned parents' 

                                                                                                                                               
106  Arcodia et al., ‘Student Perceptions’, Ch3. 
107  Arcodia et al., ‘Teacher Perceptions’, Ch4. 
108 I, the parent/researcher am the principal author of materials relating to the parent 
participation project, unless otherwise stated. 
109  From the outset, it must be stated that I had no prior knowledge of or involvement with the 
high school’s parents, even though I was a parent at that school for some years beforehand. 
Little did I know at the time how litigious the school community would become, or how blurred 
my workplace boundaries would become either.  
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understanding of departmental policy moves to promote more participation by them 

within the school. Part (c) sought parents' socio-economic and demographic details for 

consideration of current educational practices, particularly in the light of historical 

knowledge of the lack of participation by lower socio-economic and minority groups, 

namely Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander ‘community’ and non-English speaking 

background (NESB) ‘community’ members. Initially, parents/guardians who were 

interested in any further discussions of issues relating to the survey were able to register 

their names and phone numbers on the survey’s tear-off section to ensure anonymity. 

 

The parent questionnaire was sent out in late September via students during Home 

Group. Initially, the school’s principal was not sure how many families there were at the 

school. The figure was estimated somewhere between 700 and 900 parent/guardian family 

groupings. The Home Group system is one of the school’s pastoral care support 

networks, which creates an interface between home and school for individual students. 

Notices were placed in the weekly school newsletter, and teachers were alerted to hand 

out and collect surveys via the school's morning notices. At this time, the Deputy 

Principal requested Home Group teachers to list those students who had not returned 

their surveys. By phoning parents and placing notices in the newsletter, more surveys 

were posted out and received. After innumerable hitches and delays in distributing the 

questionnaires, by early November, 332 completed surveys had been received. They 

were closed down in order to calculate and print frequencies for all 332 cases. As a 

means to ascertain the response rate for the parent surveys, the mid-way figure of 800 

families was used for the purposes of calculation. So the parent response rate was almost 

50%. By Wednesday 17 November, an interim report was prepared and delivered to the 

school’s administration. It was agreed at that time that the parent/researcher would 
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facilitate the survey results dissemination evening, with the school’s principal 

introducing the study. The parent/researcher was seen at that time by school staff to be 

responsible for the organization of the Parent Survey. By contrast, a subsequent Acting 

Principal seemed to want to perceive that role within the project as parent only, rather 

than as a part-time researcher. 

 

Although the first meeting was arranged `democratically', giving parents who `registered a 

continued interest’ in survey results a chance for further participation via an invitation, a 

parent/teacher commented afterwards that this group was `not representative of the whole 

school community'. There were no Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parents or non-

English speaking background (NESB) parents present at this meeting.  Within the school 

community at that particular time, the student survey110 had revealed that 37 or (4.6%) 

students were of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent.  Just under a quarter of 

the students said that they spoke a language other than English. The most frequently 

listed were Italian (13%), French (11%), German (9%) Vietnamese (8%) and Chinese 

(7%). Only 10% of students indicated that the language spoken most commonly at home 

was not English. 

 

As the overall number of parent responses was seen by the project management 

committee to be too low, the need was greater now to contact parents, as well as target 

Home Groups. By 24 November it was decided by the Deputy Principal and the 

parent/researcher that handing out more surveys through Home Group would not gain 

the required responses. By this time in the year, the Seniors had left school. Home 

Group teachers once again listed those students who had still not returned their surveys. 

                                                 
110 Arcodia et al., ‘Student Perceptions’, Ch3. 
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However, after many attempts at contacting them, the level of parental responses 

remained low, due to their inaccessibility.  For instance, (a) many parents' phone 

numbers were incorrect; (b) some parents had left those premises and could not be 

contacted; and (c) many were at work. 

 

Out of an approximate parent/guardian body of 800 family groupings, with all the effort 

and time spent by school and university staff, only 367 surveys had been received by the 

end of the school year (that is an extra 35 cases). Staff from both the school and 

university seemed dissatisfied with these results at the time. Ongoing procedures for this 

programme will be elaborated upon in Chapter Four. 

 

2.5 Parent project results 

The results of each of the three surveys have been disseminated and presented by 

participating teaching and research staff at various conferences.111 There were many 

publications and presentations by participants.112 At the end of the project participating 

subjects included seven university staff, three senior school administration staff,113 and 

a handful of parents. 

                                                 
111 Survey results were presented by various participants at the annual conference of the 
Australian Association of Research in Education (AARE) November/December, 1994, 
Newcastle.  
112 Participants also presented their papers at the (1994) Conference on Reforming Post-
Compulsory Education and Training: Reconciliation and Reconstruction, Brisbane. Centre of 
Skill Formation Research and Development, Faculty of Education, Griffith University. 
Conference papers were delivered at The Third National Conference of Post Compulsory 
Education, Brisbane, June 21-2,1994. A detailed account of the Social Sciences Project can be 
seen in Macpherson et al. (1998). 
113 There were a number of staff changes occurring in the school, particularly during the second 
year of the project. Within the first week of school in 1994, the then Principal was seconded to 
the central office of the Department of Education. He was replaced by a caretaker principal. At 
least four different persons held the position of school principal during the project. Five persons 
held the position of Deputy Principal at various times also. There were financial constraints as 
the project progressed. Although the project's funding of $70 000 per year for three years was to 
be matched ‘in-kind’ by the school in terms of teacher relief etc., the school's funding had 
already been 'committed to existing Senior Schooling activity'. The university's funds had been 
committed to research assistance (Cooper et al. 'Planning and Management', Chapter 10).  
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After locating nearly 50% of `the approximate’ parent body in the 367 Parent Survey 

responses with all the effort that entailed, only forty parents or 5% wanted to make the 

initial formal contact with the school and the university staff for further discussions. Of 

those initial forty respondents, no more than four to five parents or 0.5% remained 

committed to ongoing participation throughout the life of the project.  

 

Although the non-English speaking background and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander community members were specially targeted to fill in a survey, none of these 

community members attended parent meetings, nor did many members complete the 

survey. At the time of writing this particular outcome in one conference paper, I was 

instructed by the Acting Principal and the school’s Special Needs teacher that this was 

highly sensitive material. In contrast to the civic Republican ideal that overall social 

well-being of affected or minority groups could benefit from increased participation in 

decision-making (Kemmis et al. 1998:24; Rizvi, 1994; Young, 1994:392), in this 

instance, it seemed the opposite was the case. In recording their non-participation, there 

was concern by school personnel that the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

community members’ relationship already established with the school could be in 

jeopardy, thus impeding their well-being as a result of broadcasting such outcomes. So 

rather than it being `easy’ and `the norm' for democratic parent participation to occur, in 

fact it was quite the reverse. It appeared to be the most difficult thing to achieve. There 

was minimal involvement and participation by parents and teachers. However, the AR 

literature does not seem to acknowledge or recognize this situation as a standard 

difficulty. The commonly held belief that there already exists an `homogeneous’ 

community that can be self-governing (Rizvi, 1998) is very misleading. Furthermore, 
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instead of expecting that outcomes are inevitable and that networks to gain knowledges 

are readily available and easy to access, it was difficult to achieve even limited success.  

 

The February meeting did have some positive outcomes, however. The first was that the 

Acting Principal organized newsletter articles addressing issues discussed at the 

meeting.  In the first of these newsletters, he described how he would canvass the range 

of activities offered at the school.  The Acting Principal would do this because “he 

wanted to advertise these to the school community to ensure that they met students' 

needs.” The second newsletter provided assessment schedules for each subject area in 

each grade.  This was done to enable parents to be informed of assignment due dates 

and examination times so that students did not neglect their study.     

 

The second outcome was that negotiations were started on the school-community 

network.  There has always been a great variety of things happening at the school.  

However, these tended to occur as isolated pockets of activity, highlighting a 

fragmented school community. The project co-ordinator suggested that by contacting 

these small groups and informing them of what was happening elsewhere, a school 

community network could become an outcome; this might over time, form the nucleus 

of a possible School Board or School Advisory Council. The Acting Principal's 

immediate response was to request that things proceed slowly.  He was concerned that 

he was only a caretaker principal and that the appointed school principal, who had to 

support the proposal, was absent.  He asked that parents do nothing in the interim, until 

the school's principal, who was in favor of a School Council, actually returned.   

 

 72



The third outcome was that negotiations started on the parents' meeting place. Due to a 

lack of space, there was difficulty in finding a place in the school that both the parents 

and the administration staff were happy with. After much discussion, parents and 

administration agreed to trial, for one term, a parents’ meeting place in a corner of the 

existing Teachers' Common Room. A mutually agreed school space was found for 

parents to call their own. But even this gesture caused friction between some teaching 

staff, university personnel and the TELSS parents. By now it was becoming quite 

obvious just how diverse the opinions, enthusiasm and expertise was in just one 

territorial space. There was no evidence to suggest that citizens are naturally co-

operative, sharing and caring (Rizvi, 1998:52 in Atweh, Kemmis and Weeks). Tensions 

seemed all too familiar by now. It was also becoming obvious that the original aims and 

objectives of the TELSS project were becoming less defined, and that the AR method – 

with its plan, act, reflect then re-plan stages114 - took on a mutable momentum of its 

own.  

 

2.6 Participation: empowerment, collaboration and cooperation? 

Let us now look at the collaborative and emancipatory aspects associated with PAR, and 

examine to what extent this mutating dynamic holds. Although collaborative AR was 

adopted as a means of overcoming the perceived barriers of hierarchized expertise 

(Gitlin et al., 1992:6-7), many at the school appeared to be anti-academic, anti-theory 

and anti-university. It appeared that some personnel at the school appeared to be `anti-

parent’ as well.  

 

                                                 
114 A more detailed account of the PAR stages of the parent project can be seen in McKibbin et 
al. (1998).  
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For instance, at the first parent/guardian meeting which included twenty parents, (one 

being a parent/teacher), three university personnel, and four school administration 

personnel, it became obvious that there were competing imperatives at stake within this 

setting. The parents/guardians were not a single `unified' group, although they all appeared 

to represent the dominant Anglo-Saxon racial groupings of the school.  When deliberating 

on the Parent Survey results of 367 respondents, some parents who were in the minority on 

certain responses disagreed with the `majority' opinions of other parents. Of those parents 

who did attend, it became obvious that this group of parents was not a unified group either, 

as issues which were isolated for further discussion and agreement became lengthy and 

unwieldy, even though four main categories of concern were listed for future debate.   

 

Some reflections upon the February meeting the following year indicate a similar 

disunity: 

The meeting was very stimulating for all attendants - both parents and teachers 
were quite vocal. It was, however, an unwieldy meeting and reactions to 
discussions varied.  One member of the administration staff showed a lack of 
support during the whole time through facial expressions and body language. 
The caretaker principal appeared very interested, and said that he would benefit 
from parent participation because the Collaborative School Review (CSR)115 
was about to be instigated at the school. He said he supported involvement of 
parents, and asked to be “filled in” on proposals. One of the Heads of 
Department at the school strongly argued that communication between 
administration, teachers, parents and students could be addressed and improved.  
In this, the meeting appeared to act like a mirror of the present situation at the 
school with respect to communication and school-community participation, i.e., 
it was difficult to define or delineate any `common unity'. (Parent co-ordinator). 

 

Some tensions arose among the school staff, students, P&C Executive and the TELSS 

parents over the planning of the social event, in particular. This tension became 

particularly noticeable when the organising parent was trying to gauge the available 

                                                 
115 See Department of Education (1992b) for collaborative school planning and review policy 
guidelines. 
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resources for the event, namely the use of the hall. The social event held in July 1994 

did not go ahead as initially intended because some Heads of Departments withdrew 

their support for various reasons. The parent who accepted the task of co-ordinating the 

event could not sustain the support of departments within the school. School facilities 

such as kitchens could not be used by parents without approval. The social event was 

perceived by some at the school as becoming “too grand” as well as being “usurped” by 

the social's organising parent. Although this event was a major success that year, it 

became very obvious that `parents’ were excluded from any such participation the 

following year.  

 

Some administration staff thought that some parents took themselves far too seriously.  

Perhaps there is some truth in that.  But even more disturbing was the embarrassing way 

in which parents were treated by some of the teachers and administration staff. On the 

one hand, the overall school ethos did not appear parent friendly at that time, except 

towards `particular’ parents. As we will see, parallels can be drawn between these 

outcomes and those of the McTaggart (1984) parent participation programme. On the 

other hand, some teachers were pleased that parents aired issues that they were not 

allowed to speak about publicly as public servants,116 due to the ‘neutrality’ of that 

position.117

 

Although parent participation had been actively promoted state-wide by the Department 

of Education since the early 1990s, the TELSS parents became increasingly despondent 

about the project and their relationship with school staff. The goal of democratizing 

                                                 
116 The Public Service Act, 1996 is referred to in Schedule 1, The Education (Queensland 
Studies Authority) Act 2002, No.1, (2002:45). 
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research, redistributing expertise and recognizing existing knowledge was not achieved. 

In many instances, the parent/researcher was not acknowledged as a research assistant, 

only as a parent. Although parents had varied reasons for their involvement, the high 

school was opaque to them. It was subject driven, and some staff believed that parents 

should let go of their children as student, by the time they reached high school. But 

parents were feeling alienated from their students. This was causing great concern for 

some. One parent states: 

I think that parents in general are becoming more and more aware that they have, 
to a certain degree lost control of their children. They've lost control of their 
children at school and at high school, absolutely (TELSS parent). 

 

The school’s attitude towards parents was counterpoised with the governmental 

rationale that parents needed to look after their offspring for longer periods. They were 

encouraged to bear the socio-economic responsibility for sending students to school for 

much longer than decades ago, and to engage in tertiary study.118 This was being 

encouraged during the 1980s and 1990s in a socio-economic climate of less 

employment opportunity or job security than their parents experienced at the same 

age.119

 

                                                                                                                                               
117 Paul du Gay (2000:141) cites Weber (1994) to explain the doctrine of neutrality, where public 
servants are required to ‘bring to their duties’ a ‘supreme ethical discipline’ in the form of a 
guardianship to ensure that the ‘governmental’ apparatus does not ‘disintegrate’.   
118 However, Tertiary study is becoming an expensive investment for some students and their 
families. Many students remain reliant upon parents for financial, as well as general household 
support. As a means to understand various students’ financial positions and Centrelink 
eligibility, Issues Papers for QUT Staff and students were prepared by Casey and Whittle from 
QUT’s Counselling Services [online]. Issue Paper One, which was current at October 2003, 
claims that it is Centrelink’s policy ‘to assume that a student will be dependant on parental 
support until they reach 25 years’ (2003:1). Issues Paper Two (2003:2) claims that the Youth 
Allowance scheme for under 25s is more flexible than the Austudy scheme for students over 25. 
Casey and Whittle also claim that in the decade 1991-2001, there was a 30% increase in 
tertiary study enrolments. However, only 6% of those students were ‘post secondary school’ 
students.  
119  Pearce’s `Full House’ (1994). 
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Major conflict arose, however, when the first acting principal of several threatened the 

parent/researcher with legal action if she delivered a conference paper on some 

outcomes of the TELSS  parent project, even though the anonymity of the school had 

been protected.  The project was almost terminated by him. The Dean of the Faculty of 

Education at QUT was drawn into the conflict by the Acting Principal and the President 

of the Parents’ and Citizens’ Association. The outcome was that the decision should be 

made by the parent/researcher. Although senior TELSS academics actively encouraged 

the delivery of the paper, this did not occur. But it was the teachers on the project who 

encouraged the Acting Principal to keep the parent project going. Although many 

teachers on the project were mainly supportive of parents, they put up considerable 

resistance to `top down’ educational reforms, similar to those discussed by Elliott 

(1991) and Tony Blair’s Green Paper (1998). At the time, there was an orthodox 

objection to top-down educational policy (e.g., Lingard, 1991, 1993), and in this case, 

this popular suspicion was linked to the suspicion of top-down research. The TELSS 

project was beginning to resemble one of those `top down’ initiatives.  

 

However, conflict was not confined to relationships between school, university, P&C 

and parent group personnel. At QUT, conflict was also brewing. In keeping with the 

new managerialist discourse that the ‘entrepreneurial’ or enterprising individual can be 

a means of attaining innovation within the organization,120 it later became obvious that 

                                                 
120 In 'Autonomy and Entrepreneurship', Peters and Waterman (Jr.) (1984) cite Edward Schön 
who suggests that, as a coping strategy and as a means of attaining innovation within major 
technological changes of the 1970s and 80s, successful companies were engaging employees 
via their champion or 'entrepreneurial spirits' within a 'decentralised' workplace. In hindsight, it 
appears that some of the TELSS RAs were caught up as experimental 'guinea pigs' in these 
new managerialist processes, particularly individual entrepreneurship. Over past years, this has 
intensified (Marginson and Considine, 2000).  
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the Research Assistants on this particular project were embodying a somewhat different 

persona from that of the past. 

 

In ‘unwittingly’ assuming this ‘new managerialist’ role as a ‘different type of Research 

Assistant from the past’, work related problems also arose. The role of the Research 

Assistant is often ambiguous. This has long been noted on both sides of the 

senior/junior academic ‘fence’. Over time it became unclear about how my duties at the 

university’s new research centre were to be carried out. For instance, just at the 

university alone there were at least four different personnel who were supposedly my 

bosses. And yet, seemingly, none of them were. There was the Head of School (HOD), 

The Director of the Research Centre, the Centre’s manager for Research Assistants, as 

well as the Senior Research Assistant attached to the project. At times, it became 

unclear to me whom I was actually attached to or working for. Although there was a 

noticeable ‘chain of command’ or hierarchy within the university, and also within the 

project’s management team, this was mainly kept in the distance, until of course certain 

work was required at the centre, or certain action needed to be taken. My work on the 

project became almost incidental. Communication appeared to be an issue.121 This role 

ambiguity was also apparent for another full-time Research Assistant on the TELSS 

project.122  

 

It appeared that other RAs who were not working on this particular project, but 

employed to ‘assist’ the Centre's Academic staff, by comparison, had perceived their 

                                                 
121 This situation became crystal clear to me when the Research Centre Manager claimed for 
the first time in December, 1994, that I should have been working on Centre work for part of my 
contract hours. I was completely astonished at hearing this news and checked it out with more 
senior personnel from the project team. It appeared to be news to them also.       
122 Some of these issues are discussed by Doig (1994) in her 'Trials and Tribulations' paper 
delivered at the AARE Conference, Newcastle.  
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roles as unduly ‘limiting’. In a discussion letter on ‘the research assistant position in the 

centre’, the following request was made by one of the RAs:  

could the centre be an innovator in creating a new career path for research 
assistants, where they remain in research and use their experience to play a 
greater role in research projects, with more responsibility and some system of 
promotion? In fact some are already taking additional responsibility but without 
real credit or proper pay being given.123

 
 

However, calling for this organizational cultural shift towards a new ‘entrepreneurial’ 

type of RA who could be formally acknowledged, as well as financially remunerated 

caused some unexpected ripples. My role within the project also appeared to become a 

financial problem.124 Of course, the Education Faculty at QUT was, like other university 

departments at that time, under pressure to raise money, to produce research, and to build 

community partnerships.125 These goals can be, and have been in tension with one another 

for some time now.126 For instance, in determining how research was dealt with ‘at the 

level of institutional governance’ across Australia’s Tertiary institutions during the late 

1990s, such tensions become more obvious in the following comments by Marginson and 

Considine (2000):  

                                                 
123 Notes from the report of the Centre Review Day held in December, 1994. Due to my project 
commitments at that time, I was not actually in attendance on the day. However, Minutes of the 
Meeting were subsequently handed out to all staff at the Centre.  
124 There was some conflict about my casual position, the hours of paid work available, whose 
project I should be working on, and where. After the December 1994 Centre Review, I became 
the recipient of questionable remarks by one of the senior staff. I was told then that the 
Research Centre had outlaid $70,000 on salaries to the TELSS Project (which was then taken 
up to $100,000), but had not been replenished during the project. I was encouraged on several 
occasions during my part-time contracts to find extra funding for further research projects. Each 
significant attempt proved unsuccessful, however. 
125 In the Social Entrepreneurs Network, Leo Bartlett (2002) states that one of means of 
generating income for the university is through developing ‘creative and entrepreneurial 
associations with communities’. 
126 Marginson and Considine (2000:136) claim that previously, university funding was ‘implicit’ 
through general operating grants. However, many factors at the Federal funding level and 
institutional management levels of universities have now firmly established ‘the economic 
definition of research activity’. Citing Anderson and Johnson (1997:ix), Marginson and 
Considine (2000:141) also claim that in regard to university autonomy, across twenty countries 
‘government influence over research and publication was “notably higher” than average’ in 
Australia.   
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It seems that regardless of their private commitments, the primary task of research 
managers is not [italics in original] to encourage research and scholarship as ends 
in themselves. Nor is it particularly to encourage practices based on imagination, 
criticism, or other scholarly values. The bottom-line is the research prestige of the 
university and its contribution to the financial balance sheet (Marginson and 
Considine, 2000:135).  

 

Even though my personal status as ‘parent’, ‘RA’ and ‘PhD student’ became somewhat of 

an ‘overnight’ problem to be addressed, I maintained responsibility for the practical work 

associated with the small parent participant group. An employee's workplace health and 

sense of security, which could once be embodied within a document such as a list of 

duties, or even just one specific individual to be accountable to, unfortunately also 

appeared as an anathema to this newly adopted workplace culture.  

 

However, it soon became obvious that there was no real fit between existing structures, 

and new initiatives to include parents in decision-making. It seems that in an effort to 

follow up initially on the TELSS parent concerns, what was unexpectedly encountered by 

them and McTaggart’s (1984) parent programme also, was the lack of structures or 

possible avenues for parents to have their issues addressed. The school did not appear 

interested in communicating with parents on issues relating to the Parent Survey, nor did it 

appear to have time to be pro-active in the area of raising the awareness of parent 

participation. Although parents were invited by the Education Department to participate, 

there was no way of knowing how this could happen other than in the usual traditional 

parent roles of student tutoring, tuck shop duties and fund-raising. It also became quite 

obvious as the project progressed that any concerns parents had would need to be 

addressed more formally through the Parents' and Citizens' Association. This was the main 

structure for handling parent/school issues. The only avenues available for parents to 

participate at that time were the monthly Parents’ and Citizens’ Committee (P&C) 
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meetings and the subsequent Collaborative School Review (CSR) meetings. But the 

existing P&C committee members seemed reluctant to become interested in educational 

issues other than uniforms, bus stops and the use of sun screens. As we saw in the study of 

‘inclusive’ policies for ‘special needs’ groups by Frederickson et al. (2004:37), parents 

measured the success of policy developments in terms of the ‘academic progress’ of their 

children. So that was obviously important to the TELSS parents at the time.  

 

There is also the need for a revision of the perception that parents are a single `unified' 

group. Political divisions between some P&C personnel and TELSS project parents also 

became obvious.  One of the project parents states:  

As my students were in a new school I knew nothing about, I decided to be 
active in some way to be a support to them. I attended the P & C's Annual 
General Meeting. My impression was that the people involved had been 
involved for some time. They had the Parents' and Citizens' operating in a 
manner that suited them. A new parent raised a number of issues that seemed 
relevant. These issues were addressed in a manner that discouraged discussion, 
and it was obvious that they would not be addressed.  At that time I decided 
that, despite my desire to support my students, I would not attend the Parents' 
and Citizens’ committee meetings (TELSS parent).127

 
 

In spite of the rationales and imperatives for parents and teachers to get more involved 

in education and schools, parent participation became a thorny issue all round. So how 

do these perceptions about an existing ‘school community’, its cohesiveness, and 

potential involvement in decision-making as portrayed in AR, hold up in light of the 

results in this case study? Should we perhaps appreciate participation in a less mystical 

mode by taking into account the almost trivial, mundane level of detail required to 

register even minimal support for participatory practice? As a stark contrast to the usual 

AR commentary on participation, which does not appear to have any appreciation of the 

‘on the ground’ work necessary before any hint of participatory practice can be realized, 
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the above-mentioned descriptions are characteristic of the ‘low’ ground of participatory 

practice. For instance, it is not just a quantitative failure of parents to participate. Many 

parents did not have the necessary attributes or expertise to participate (myself included 

at various times). 

 

Although according to the theory of AR, everyone is an expert and disposed to be co-

operative, once again, the opposite was the case. As the project outcomes suggest, and 

our data highlights, there were varying degrees of skills,128 knowledge and awareness 

across the many subjects involved. These new forms of decision-making were difficult 

for parents due to their lack of prior knowledge of school procedures, together with the 

complexities of the issues at hand.  

 

The beginning of the parents’ participation story in school policy pertaining to the 

TELSS project was probably an invitation to attend a meeting in December, 1993, 

where teachers were going to discuss initial policy formation for Behaviour 

Management in a Supportive School Environment. Various sub-committees were 

formed.  However, as one TELSS parent comments:  

most of us, however, did not have a deep enough understanding of the school 
problems or the political undercurrents in the education system… looking back, 
we did not know enough to really contribute or to disagree.  
 

 
Some parents felt comfortable speaking informally only about issues which related to 

their own student/s. An example of this is shown in one parent's attempt:129                   

I know I am not the only parent who becomes unsure and hesitant, and more 
importantly, easily dissuaded in presenting my ideas to a large group in a meeting 

                                                                                                                                               
127 The parent narratives have been incorporated into ‘Bridges and Broken Fingernails’ (1998).  
128 In response to the Parent Survey question on paid/unpaid occupations, the most frequent 
responses were: (i) clerical/administration; (ii) education, (iii) home duties, and (iv) professional. 
Over one third of responding parents/guardians had University degrees or diplomas.   
129  For personal reasons, this parent wishes to remain anonymous. 
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format - ideas which may make sense, be deeply felt and possibly widely shared, 
but which may not be easily translated into a question to be answered, or decision 
to be taken.  For this reason, I found it very supportive at this stage of my eldest 
daughter's education, to be given continuing invitations through the project to talk 
with other parents about their own and their students' experiences of High School 
- to work out what were important issues, and what could be "talked over", and 
"let go".  And then the Project, ...challenged me to decide where I could be 
involved comfortably and to `choose' an area where I would feel happy to ask 
other parents and students if they would like to be involved, and where I did not 
expect the barriers to parent participation to be too daunting (TELSS parent). 

 

So, how can we ever have parents who are `truly representative' of the school community 

(a common catchcry from administrators), when these results show it was only those who 

had the initial skills and interest to fill in the survey, had the time and energy to come to 

school meetings, had the skills and certain knowledges to participate in the meetings, and 

the fortitude to keep going?  

 

Difficulties also arose when some well informed parents and community members 

appeared to be more informed and up to date with policy information than school 

personnel.  For instance, later in the project, and also behind closed doors, the initial acting 

principal stated to me that he did not consider parents were part of ‘the school community’. 

I considered that this was an unusual comment at the time. As mentioned previously, one 

of the outcomes of an organized TELSS meeting was that the Acting Principal: “wanted to 

advertise these to the school community to ensure that they met students' needs.” This 

occurred through the school’s weekly newsletter to parents. It was becoming quite 

obvious why parents felt more alienated at high school than at primary school. As already 

noted (p.18), parent unwelcomeness at meetings was becoming an issue for some, and it 

seemed particularly obvious to a parent who was new at the school.  She comments:  

when I first came to this school, I really got the sense, you're not really 
welcomed.  We don't really need you. Yes you can help with L.A.P., but it's very 
sort of on their terms... no sort of real welcome and what you may have to offer… 
or ...use what you offer, as long as you don't lose sight of your position in life 
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which tends to be… well, this is our environment, and you are invited into it on 
our terms (TELSS parent). 

 

It appears that this parent was experiencing the effects of what was earlier called 

'rankism',130 or the way people divide themselves into categories of 'somebodies' or 

'nobodies', also referred to by Walker (1970:163). Here again, we can note Fuller’s 

(2003:18) argument that resentment builds for those who perceive themselves as 

'nobodies', particularly within hierarchies, due to the perceived inferior position of rank 

that they hold at that particular time. Fuller claims, however, that the problem is not 'the 

hierarchy' per se, as Walker suggests, but the perceived 'abuse of rank' or 'rankism' by 

those holding a 'superior' position, or the 'somebodies' within the organization. Similar 

to accounts by Soeters and van Iterson (2002) of the role of ‘blame and praise gossip in 

organizations’, individual parents became galvanized into a small group as they 

sometimes indulged in unstructured ‘talk sessions’ to relieve pressures and a lack of 

esteem. The reactions of disappointment, nevertheless, led some parents to push even 

further with their participation, as they had no `official' voice for action on the survey 

results. If parents wanted to have input into some aspects of how the school operated, the 

forum of the Parents’ and Citizens’ monthly meeting was the only real avenue. Even 

though some parents felt uncomfortable with attending these formal meetings, they 

decided to become more involved and assertive in the usual parent forums,131 before 

participation became possible. Considerations of what type, as well as the required levels 

of expertise implicit in these parents’ accounts, will be discussed further in Chapter 

Five.  

 

                                                 
130 Fuller, (2003:45). 
131 Some of the parents explain how they became more involved in McKibbin et al., (1998). 
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However, parents were not the only ones who lacked skills or had the required 

capacities. The reactions of school and research staff indicated that varying degrees of 

expertise and professionalism were also found amongst university researchers, as well as 

school staff.  Frank Crowther (1991, 2003), who co-edited with Brian Caldwell132 back in 

the early 1990s, works in this field of professional development and educational 

leadership. He states that successful results within any school reform proposals depend 

upon high levels of skilling, professionalism and co-operation.133 Crowther (2003) also 

acknowledges that ‘individual reflection’, ‘collaboration’ and ‘activism’ are useful 

professional development strategies. However, let us return to the TELSS project to see 

how its members interpreted what happened within the AR framework, including its 

driving principles. 

 

2.7 TELSS Reflections 

At its completion, all participants were given the opportunity to write their own 

reflections, within the overall evaluation of the project.134 In the TELSS evaluation 

chapter135 and in the personal reflections chapter, on the one hand, some members of the 

TELSS team perceived the project results in fairly ‘negative’ terms. Those few 

participating teachers and parents, on the other hand, reflected that it was a time of 

gaining personal growth and  confidence. 

                                                 
132 See Crowther and Caldwell (1991). 
133 In the USQ News, 7 May, 2003, Snow-McLean explains how Professor Frank Crowther, 
Dean of the Faculty of Education has been trialing his IDEAS program within Australia, and has 
developed an alliance with Education Queensland. Crowther maintains that ‘civilisations don’t 
necessarily sustain themselves just through state and national visions and strategies’.  He holds 
that the Clever Country relies upon the “little institutions”, such as schools, community, and 
‘grass-roots intelligence’ (p. 3).   
134 Macpherson et al. 'Reflections', Ch11. 
135 One of the full-time research assistants took the responsibility for writing up a substantial 
literature review for the project. She also helped organize some of the TELSS chapters for 
internal and possibly external publication at the end of the project. Unfortunately, some of these 
chapters that I refer to in this thesis, such as ‘Critique and Evaluation’, are still at the ‘editing’ 
stage.  
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General comments about the results related to an overall sense of confusion by many 

initially, and a ‘lack of direction’ overall. Others commented that the project’s low 

response could be attributed to ‘common theoretical positions’ not being ‘worked out’ 

beforehand. There were budget restrictions. Other possible reasons outlined for its lack 

of success included ‘bureaucratic inflexibility’, the powerful role of the principal, 

perceived ‘teacher resistance’ or a lack of interest, time constraints of school and 

university personnel, the methodology used, and a general lack of expertise. Some 

commented that the research staff were not seen to be adequately trained in AR 

practices.136  A lack of ‘managerial leadership’ was also cited as a possible reason for 

achieving such limited outcomes. There also appeared to be a lack of trust displayed 

between participants across these three social domains, namely the school, the 

university and the family. The constantly changing principals at the school proved to be 

a major setback also. These factors were seen to be important with respect to the way in 

which external change comes to be played out within the school’s organization.137 The 

perceived ‘inflexibility’ of the bureau also appeared to some to be an impediment to 

attaining innovation and change.138 Others reflected that ‘three years may have been too 

long’. How typical, it will be asked, is the democratic skills deficit apparent in this TELSS 

project? To address this question, let us now turn to another AR parent participation 

programme.  

 

2.8 The McTaggart parent participation project 

In `Action Research and Parent Participation: Contradictions, Concerns and Consequences' 

Robin McTaggart (1984) talks about a Special Projects Program (SPP) which used AR to 

                                                 
136 Cooper et al., ‘Critique and Evaluation’, Ch12.  
137 Lingard et al. (1999:14) also highlight how different groups ‘jostle with each other’ over 
different conceptions within educational reform programmes. 
138 Cooper et al., 'Planning and Management’, Ch10. 
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increase parent participation. He claims that Action Research history suggests that `it is an 

appropriate way of approaching the development of parent participation in schools’ (p.7).  

 

According to McTaggart, amongst the reasons cited by schools for experimenting with 

parent participation are that it enhances student outcomes, it is enjoyable, politically wise, 

or `the thing to do'.  Some schools use it as a means to explain to parents what they were 

doing. However, he notes: `Communication in the reverse direction was less 

enthusiastically sought' (p.8). McTaggart states that during the commencement of his 

project, principals were approached personally and received explanation of the nature of it.  

However, when offering to talk with parents and staff, only some of the school's parents 

were included: 

The principals concerned were confident about telling parents about the project, 
but found it necessary to select `appropriate' parents. As might be expected, 
`appropriate' parents were not always the ones likely to stimulate change.  In every 
case, parents were not sure whom they represented, other parents, the council, the 
principal, or the school in general.  It was difficult for them to express a point of 
view about the school and to suggest ways in which parent participation might be 
developed (McTaggart, 1984:8). 
 
 

Some of the practical difficulties and issues associated with roles requirements within the 

promotion of new social reforms, which the TELSS project members faced are also 

reflected in the above. Parental interests, capacities and perceptions were diverse. It is 

suggested that the parents who did participate needed to fit into appropriate roles with a 

specific purpose.  Without guidelines, little seemed to be accomplished.  He states:   

The result is a retreat to privacy.  A teacher's work is `personal' and examining it 
critically with colleagues, parents and students is out of the question.  A parent's 
puzzlement can be expressed only as disgruntlement about the school  
(McTaggart, 1984:13). 
 
 

McTaggart claims that although action research was presented as a `co-operative’ 

method to adopt, his results proved to have limited outcomes.  From this analysis, it is 
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clear how parents and teachers can see each other as potential protagonists and feel a 

sense of impotence. Accordingly, he too states the facilitation of co-operative action 

research in the area of parent participation presents some thorny problems (McTaggart, 

1984:13).  

 

2.9 A UK collaborative AR experiment 

However, I am keenly aware of a sense of déja vu upon reading some initial outcomes 

and complexities experienced by another collaborative action research network, claimed 

as ‘the largest ever research initiative in education in the UK’ (Ainscow, Booth and 

Dyson, 2004:125). This project was set up as ‘the first phase of the Economic and 

Social Research Council’s Teaching and Learning Research Programme’. It included 

three higher education institutions and 25 schools across three Local Education  

Authorities (LEAs). Although Ainscow et al’s. (2004) description of some 

‘methodological lessons and emerging findings’ was a work in progress when accepted 

for publication in July 2003, they appear to share similar research outcomes as those of 

the TELSS collaborative action research project.  

 

There are parallels also in the scope of the research. As mentioned earlier, the Hillsdale 

High School’s student influx from other secondary schools into Yr. 11 was a particular 

challenge for the school, in terms of the number of transferring students who had poor 

academic records.  Similarly, for Ainscow et al. a ‘changing student intake’ across one 

LEA was viewed as causing a ‘damaging impact’ upon student outcomes overall. This 

was due to the broad socio-economic strata of incoming students. However, to identify 

and address ‘barriers to [student] participation and learning’, Ainscow et al. (2004:135) 
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state that they drew upon ‘critical reflection and creativity’, as well as other 

administrative measures. They outline their aims thus: 

to engage with the different perspectives of practitioners and academics in order 
to encourage critical reflection, collaborative learning and mutual critique. Our 
experience so far, however, indicates that the practices necessary in order to 
gain the potential benefits of such an approach are both time-consuming and 
intellectually demanding (Ainscow et al., 2004:135).  
 

 
Also similar to the TELSS outcomes, some of their challenges included: difficulties of 

engaging in practitioner/academic partnerships, the need to challenge existing 

understandings, having to overcome micro-political barriers in order to attain outcomes, 

the time constraints of teachers, and working across ‘different theoretical orientations’ 

within the university teams, as well as experiencing the dominant figure of the 

headteacher. Nonetheless, there were benefits for teachers within this process of 

‘collaborative action research’, one of which was to ‘develop the research capacity of 

teachers’ (p. 136). Teachers recognized the value of data generated by themselves. They 

did this ‘through engaging with students in conversations, or through observations of 

playground behaviour’ (Ainscow et al., 2004:136). These disciplinary regimes of the 

school, namely the ‘sympathetic teacher’ and the ‘open classroom’ of the playground, 

will be discussed further in Chapter Three.  

 

Some of these points, as they related to the TELSS project, will now be discussed in 

terms of AR and PAR’s capacity to promote social reform. General themes will include: 

collaboration, collegiality and co-operation across institutions, as well as within them, the 

effects of bureaucracy and power upon reform initiatives, and the role of ‘expertise’, or the 

'lack of it’. It looks as if the problems encountered in the TELSS project are not unique.  
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2.10 AR: anticipations and frustrations 

As already mentioned in the parent programme results, rather than getting down to 

teacher effectiveness, senior schooling curriculum changes, student educational 

outcomes and pathways, the role of the family in education, and working out roles for 

parents and duties for research assistants across these, there was a perceived lack of 

collaboration, collegiality and co-operation between different groups of people.139 It 

seemed also that the notion of teachers’ desires for self-transformation via collaborative 

AR (Scott and Weeks, 1998:248) was not realized, except for the few social science 

teachers who stated that they had previous awareness of AR as a teaching method. The 

Science co-ordinator claimed that ‘there was wholesale refusal’ initially by Science staff 

to become involved. ‘The project was perceived as an educational evangelism’. Another 

teacher reflected that her motives to participate ‘fell under suspicion from some of my 

colleagues, my Head of department and not least of all, the school administration’.140 A 

senior school staff member, who was also a member of the Management Committee, 

reflected on the less than successful impact of collaborative AR upon the overall 

teachers’ professional development in the following: 

In spite of a variety of strategies to inform teachers of the project, very little 
interest was generated. Action Research was seen as time consuming and 
offering little return or personal reward to teachers. Timetabling demands made 
it difficult to release teachers. Workplace culture did not encourage the sharing 
of ideas and reflection on teaching practice. Teachers battled daily with 
competing demands on their time and were defensive, suspicious and in some 
cases openly hostile to the project objectives. The lack of enthusiasm in 
teachers could be the result of a lack of leadership - leadership from the 
management committee, the school administration, myself as liaison person 
and/or QUT staff. My inability to involve large numbers of teachers was a 
source of frustration.141

 
 

                                                 
139 Although their project was not described as collaborative AR, Scheeres and Solomon 
(2000:116) also outline the messiness of participating in a collaborative project. 
140  Macpherson et al. 'Reflections', Ch11. 
141 Ibid.  
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So although AR’s initiation in the UK commenced with a ‘grass roots’ campaign by a 

handful of teachers (Elliott, 1991) with apparently similar goals to those of the TELSS 

project, namely promoting and fostering better adolescent student vocational outcomes, 

this ‘top down’ project did not seem to get off the ground. The fact that this programme 

appeared to be systematically organized and Federally funded, rather than a grass roots 

campaign, appeared to present a drawback. Cooper et al. state: ‘many actions occur as a 

response, or resistance, to felt pressures’.142 Doig and Cooper143 explain low 

participation rates in the following manner: 

the paths towards achieving mutually supporting relationships is never 
straightforward, especially where change is concerned. Teachers have their own 
responses to change, both within and without of the micro-politics of the 
school, particularly those mandated by external agencies. 
 
 

The results suggest then that the new managerialist credo of taking charge of your life 

by discovering your own needs and pathways has limited potential, in spite of the 

‘softening’ of expertise and the language of empowerment and emancipation that 

TELSS and AR afforded in this setting.  

 

However, in contrast to the idea that individual and institutional improvement comes via 

‘change agency’, as many AR and organizational management theorists suggest (Elliott, 

1991; Fullan and Hargreaves, 1991; Wilkinson, 1996:13), the Deputy Principal's144 

reflections offered another perspective. From his point of view, the so-called limited 

project outcomes could be seen in terms of an already ‘stretched’ school staff, who 

appeared to be experiencing institutional restructuring fatigue, including the moves to 

increase the involvement of parents in the school’s decision-making. 

 

                                                 
142 'Critique and Evaluation', Ch12. 
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Secondly, consonant with AR supporters’ already noted anti-bureaucratic disposition, 

the powerful role of the principal,145 and to a lesser extent, other members of the school 

administration, are often seen as positioned as having the power to manipulate the 

structures of schools, thereby inhibiting social reform initiatives.  

 

However, the relationship with the principal was seen as crucial to parent participation 

in the school (Beattie, 1985; Vertigan, 1994), where perceived difficulties can emerge 

due to a lack of clarity between principals and teachers, and these new roles for parents. 

Cooper et al. cite Busher (1990)146 who suggests that people in powerful positions can 

become designated ‘guardians’ of a culture, where innovation adheres to existing 

structures, as well as ‘representative’ group values. Doig and Cooper also draw upon 

Ball (1987) to make the following case: 

schools may appear to be democratically organised institutions with staff 
meetings, committees and discussion days, in which teachers are invited to 
make decisions, there is, nonetheless, a bureaucratic culture of schooling which 
sees many of the decisions made without consultation by those operating in 
management. 
 
 

Some of TELSS members’ critique of bureaucracy and hierarchical aspects of schooling 

are the same as those mentioned in Chapter One. These alleged limitations are noted in 

the following manner: 

Social-reproduction, power and resistance will have to be taken into account 
by TELSS. In many instances curriculum decisions are taken as a consequence 
of non-decision making and hegemony or the felt need to take account of the 
school’s role in sorting students for future careers.  Many actions occur as a 
response, or resistance, to felt pressures. In particular, relationships with the 
principal will have to be mediated by the power that the position holds within 
the school, while relationships with classroom teachers may have to take into 

                                                                                                                                               
143 'Literature Review', Ch2.  
144 'Critique and Evaluation', Ch12. 
145 These comments were summarized by the full-time RA in ‘Critique and Evaluation’. 
146 Several unsuccessful attempts have been made to locate this article. Other works by Busher 
appear to deal with such topics, e.g., Busher (1992) and Busher and Smith (1993).    
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account the powerlessness and alienation of their position. This is especially 
true of parents, whose role within the school is, at best, problematic.147

 
 

McTaggart (1984) also alludes to institutional barriers and their limitations to successful 

participation in the following: 

Of course, the differentiation of labour has continued but to this is added an 
unprecedented professionalisation (and industrialisation) of teaching, increased 
institutionalisation and bureaucratisation of education, and the obsessive 
orientation of the school curriculum to `preparation', preparation for `next year', 
and ultimately preparation for tertiary entrance. The combination of these trends 
makes it difficult for parents and teachers either jointly or separately, to regard 
aspects of the curriculum or socio-cultural milieu of the school as problematic' 
(McTaggart, 1984:7).  
 
 

Notice how this comment interprets the specific duties and responsibilities attached to 

the status of the teacher, as a factor of exclusion where parents are concerned. Teachers 

here also appear to be `stretched’ to their limit. The comment also highlights increased 

demands placed upon teachers as parental and departmental pressure is exerted upon 

them to attain sound scholastic results, with the hope of tertiary entrance for many, as 

well as employment opportunities.  

 

McTaggart’s comments also suggest a consequent demand for teacher expertise and 

specialisation, and the role of bureaucratic administration in accommodating such demands 

through accountability measures. However, there appears to be a lack of understanding or 

appreciation of the relationship between the technical or `non-political’ requirements of 

delivering such public demands by teachers, and the `self-interested’ aspirations for 

individual students that parents usually advance.  

 

                                                 
147 Cooper et al., `Critique and Evaluation’, Ch12.  
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Finally, we can note how expertise is mentioned in positive, as well as negative terms 

by many TELSS participants. On the one hand, there appeared to be a teacher 

perception that university staff had a superior form of expertise (cf. Gitlin et al., 1992:6-

7; Field, 1992). On the other hand, we can see the contrasting positive valorisation of 

expertise by these participants. Most participating teachers and parents actually 

welcomed the university  staff’s support and encouragement. One of the many Deputy 

Principals at the school reflected on general teacher perceptions and project outcomes in 

the following manner:  

I was initially very enthusiastic for the project and excited about its possible 
outcomes. It seemed to me that there was some dissatisfaction among teaching 
staff with current teaching methods and that many were searching for new, 
more effective approaches. 
Unfortunately this enthusiasm was not shared by all staff members and some 
resistance to involvement was evident from the outset. I believe there are two 
reasons for the reluctance. Firstly misunderstanding of the process. Many 
teachers thought that the QUT staff were coming as "experts" with ivory tower 
education which they (the teachers) felt would be less than useful. Secondly and 
probably more importantly, teachers are already busy people, may have study or 
other projects and commitments in addition to the normal teaching load. They 
simply couldn't give any more time. 
In any case it is evident in hindsight that we as managers of the project failed to 
promote it adequately.  More time should have been used to explain the process 
and describe the possible outcomes. Had more staff become involved and had 
the project been seen as an umbrella for the many innovations which did occur 
over the three year period, it may have been more successful.148

 
 

Cooper et al.,149 on the other hand, discuss project actions and limitations in terms of 

how some teachers may hierarchise their own expertise: 

Academic ability is much less valued than experience as a classroom teacher. 
Teachers respond poorly to researchers who are not experienced teachers or 
whose experience of classroom practice is deemed to be no longer [relevant]. 
 

  
In some instances, the lack of support for expertise was a problem. Although AR and 

PAR have a ‘levelling’ capacity to play down the importance of hierarchical knowledge 

                                                 
148 Macpherson et al., ‘Reflections of Participants’, Ch11. 
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and bureaucratic expertise, simultaneously however, the following reflections of a 

Senior School Support teacher suggest that such knowledge and expertise is still 

perceived to be a necessity:  

As a member of the management team I believe we failed to offer direction to 
project members and to focus on the vision. Leadership at the school level was 
needed in order to incorporate the valuable data that was being gathered into the 
school development plan and school decision making processes. Insufficient 
time was given to establish school staff ownership of the project; consultation 
and communication was inadequate. Neither the school community nor the 
Education Department gave the project the support it deserved. If action 
research is about collective staff reflective inquiry, then the educational 
community of the school did not take this on board.150

 
 
Within these reflections, however, the ‘school community’ is perceived in generalised 

terms. Even though AR appears as a humanised ‘low key’ approach towards self-

management, some commentators also seem to want to draw upon either ‘pre-

determined’, ‘natural’ or ‘saintly’ means to mobilize members of the school community. 

The visionary role of AR advocacy, particularly its collaborative focus, was recorded in 

the final commentary on these reflective narratives: 

The nagging question is how sustainable is this orientation and direction and 
particularly how sustainable is the focus on collaborative Action Research? 
Obviously some participants have felt the approach has been very useful and 
beneficial. Nonetheless, it would appear that there is a need for strong advocacy 
by these "faithful few” to the school… community overall.151  
 

 
In summary, the TELSS management  team perceived reform initiatives in terms of 

their denunciation of bureaucracy and hierarchies, teacher resistance, as well as a lack 

of expertise in AR and its collaborative processes. The responding teachers perceived 

project limitations in terms of a general lack of communication, and lack of awareness 

of its overall objectives, a general suspicion of the intentions of the university’s research 

staff, time constraints, a lack of teacher collegiality, and generally, a lack of interest in 

                                                                                                                                               
149 `Critique and Evaluation’, Ch12. 
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becoming involved at the outset. The parents noted limiting factors such as an 

unwelcoming attitude or lack of welcomeness or encouragement from school 

administration, as well as other parent groups, ‘rankism’,152 time constraints, and a 

general lack of procedural knowledge about where and how to become involved in their 

student’s school. 

 

However, from the abovementioned comments, it appears that participants and 

management personnel are making assumptions about what is ‘missing’ for teachers and 

parents, namely self-direction or autonomy, and apportion the blame to certain power 

relations, established structures and a certain lack of effort. It appears in some ways that 

they somehow ‘failed to create their pathways of change’, particularly in the quest 

‘towards teaching for effective learning in senior schooling’.153 What is missing in these 

reflections in light of my two research questions in the introduction, however, is the need 

to disaggregate the types of expertise or specialised capacities actually needed to make 

participation work for ‘the teacher’ and for ‘the parent’.  

 

In this chapter I have exposed some problems with AR policy initiatives, their current 

forms of analysis, and their effectiveness. The AR theoretical apparatus is inadequate to 

explain the limits encountered by participants in AR reform initiatives. In line with 

Popkewitz’s (1998c) appeal, there is a need to ‘question the reigning dogma’ within 

these ‘communitarian’ education policy initiatives. Even though well-respected and 

often cited AR commentators such as Freire appeal to the ‘people’ and their 

participation, simultaneously they need to construct some group as the ‘people’. These 

                                                                                                                                               
150 Macpherson et al., ‘Reflections of Participants’, Ch11.  
151 ibid. 
152 Fuller (2003). 
153 Macpherson et al., ‘Reflections of Participants’, Ch11. 
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descriptions of the various expectations placed upon individuals and the educational 

bureaucracy indicate that there is a lack of understanding of the inter-dependencies of 

government and self-government, and the `building' components of such 'social' reforms. 

Rather than imagining that the education bureaucracy is preventing participation per se, 

and that there is already a `school community' in place, which could be tapped and 

mobilized, one has to take account of the amount of time, resources, structures and 

expertise needed to locate and nurture it. This perspective on the school community will 

inform the discussion in subsequent chapters.   

 

In the meantime, how can we make sense of this relationship between ‘the critics of the 

education bureau’ and ‘what they are criticising’?  Is there another way to understand 

the role of AR and PAR, with its incessant demands for increased participation and 

social perfection? Is there another way also that we can understand ‘the school 

community’, and parent involvement in schools more generally, other than in AR’s 

critical and political terms, such as the need to ‘democratize the community’? We turn 

now to Chapter Three to provide a framework for redescribing AR and the project’s 

fostering of the school community in terms of its part in the promotion of self-

government. 
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PART II – Government and Self-government 
 

CHAPTER  THREE 

Social Governance: the mix and the means 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In Part I, we began to explore the ways in which a number of AR proponents hold, or 

think about governance and self- governance. There is the perception that one can do far 

more to promote responsible institutional performance from a ‘critical’, non-technicist, 

democratic viewpoint. The theoretical argument there claims that the wrongs of the 

education system - the technical, hierarchical, structural arrangements which 

dehumanise, separate and isolate - become righted only if democratic participation can 

occur.  However, the outcomes of the AR project described in Chapter Two indicate a 

lack of fit between the AR ideals of community and parent participation, and the 

exhaustive efforts and resources required to achieve even limited participation within the 

AR programme. This discrepancy points to the need for a different kind of account of AR 

to the one it itself provides. There may be other ways of understanding some of the 

constraints and weaknesses of the AR project, and the TELSS project in particular, other 

than in negative terms of ‘failure’ brought about by a perceived uncaring, hierarchical 

bureaucracy and its power.  

 

What follows is a three stage argument which is built around the hypothesis that despite 

or even through its critical stance, AR is actually part of government rather than a remedy 

for it. AR will now be discussed from within the framework provided by Michel 

Foucault’s account of ‘governmentality’. From this perspective, notwithstanding its 
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oppositional attitude to government, the AR approach appears, as itself, a leftist variant of 

a pervasive `liberal technology of government’ (Miller and Rose, 1990).  

 

In preparation for this reading of AR, I shall first set out my understanding of Michel 

Foucault’s idea of ‘governmentality’, particularly as it relates to how power and the 

bureaucracy can be understood more ‘positively’, as a means of empowering the 

individual by forming individual ‘self’-management. The chapter will describe how 

government actually regards the individual as both an ‘object’ and an ‘instrument’ 

within this relatively recent ‘social’ domain of existence. It will then explain how this 

Foucauldian paradigm has been applied to the task of historicizing the educational field 

and its relation to the family, as well as the broader field of social policy. This chapter 

will also try to modify the negative claims and concerns already made by some about 

applied ‘systems of reason’.  

 

3.2 Government via domination or freedom? 

Foucault’s work is well known for highlighting the ‘productive’, as distinct from  

merely negative and repressive aspects of power, even though there is a punitive 

element of discipline which is never abandoned (Foucault, 1977:170-194). Whereas 

government tended to be perceived, in the early modern era, in `monolithic’ terms of a 

‘single source of power’ such as the ‘sovereign’ power of a monarch exerted over his 

subjects (Foucault, 1981:95), governance came to be understood more in terms of a 

reliance upon the exercise of self-governance by individual subjects.  

 

Whatever else it is, government is a way of exercising power. The first point to grasp is 

Foucault’s conception of power: 
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We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative 
terms: it ‘excludes’, it ‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it ‘abstracts’, it ‘masks’, it 
‘conceals’. In fact, power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of 
objects and rituals of truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be 
gained of him [and her] belong to this production (Foucault, 1977:194).  

 
 

His work suggests that some forms of power operate in a productive manner, rather than 

as an oppressive power over us (McHoul and Grace, 1993:64; Rose, 1987). It enables 

people, as well as encouraging them to do things within domains of objectives: for 

example, the school community.  

 

Foucault also explains that the concept of our modern state and its modes of governance 

have been based upon a ‘pastoral’ model or rituals of truth, which are derived mainly 

from the Western European Christian tradition. For instance, the pastoral model is an 

example of the non-repressive and non-exclusionary practices of social control. Within 

this pastoral theme, there is also a particular two-way ‘duty of care’ relationship 

between ‘the shepherd’ and ‘his flock’.154 Foucault states that in order for ‘the shepherd’ 

to carry out proper ‘public’ governmental duties, there is a duty of care arrangement to 

individual members of the flock in their ‘private’ sphere. Furthermore, there is a ‘moral’ 

obligation or requirement ‘to know’ about the flock in order to govern them 

‘effectively’. He explains that it is the duty of ‘the shepherd’ to offer individual 

members of ‘the flock’ the opportunity to live an active, 'employable' and productive 

life. This inter-dependent relationship between the shepherd, or ‘the governor’, and the 

flock, or ‘the governed’, also works towards creating the state’s ‘ultimate strength’.   

 

                                                 
154 These historical points are located in Foucault (1981) ‘Omnes et Singulatum: Towards a 
Critique of Political Reason’. 
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Foucault (1981) states that the main means of working towards or achieving any sense 

of these ‘inter-related’ and ‘inter-dependent’ goals contained within such ‘duty of care’ 

arrangements is via ‘communication’. Within this history of government, it also 

becomes necessary to co-opt members of the flock towards ‘mutually beneficial’ 

outcomes for the state, even if “by their own verity” (Foucault, 1981:240) or “reality of 

existence”. 

 

Accordingly, Foucault (1981:243) claims that the state came to be seen as producing a 

type of political rationality to include and manage individuals to become ‘self-

governed’, but only by acquiring knowledge of them, by them, and ultimately for their 

own good. However, if this communication breaks down, or is not considered of any 

relevance, then a possible alternative for a member of ‘the flock’ is to become 

‘disadvantaged’ and/or, ‘perpetually threatened’. This is not a desired outcome, 

however.  

 

So instead of perceiving contemporary governance through top-down domination or 

oppressive power bearing down upon the individual, we can understand it from the 

perspective of ‘a public concern’ for the `overall social body’ of the population, which 

includes ‘the private conduct’ of its inhabitants. Various sectors of the population have 

become the object of knowledge and administration in the public sense, and especially 

the behaviour of persons within them in their private lives. Government tries to utilize 

individual capacities and directs their energies towards desired outcomes (Rose, 1999:4). 

Foucault shows how:  

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries a form of power comes into being 
that begins to exercise itself through social production and social service. It 
becomes a matter of obtaining productive service from individuals in their 
concrete lives. And in consequence, a real and effective `incorporation’ of 
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power was necessary, in the sense that power had to be able to gain access to 
the bodies of individuals, to their acts, attitudes and modes of everyday 
behaviour (Foucault, 1980:125).   

 

Rather than seeing power as a negative external force, it becomes the positive means of 

subjectively forming the person for specific purposes of 'self-government', as for 

example within the educational institution's student - teacher association, or the 

education consultant, principal, teacher, parent relationship. Foucault states, however, 

that individual `subjects’ of government are acted upon to acquire `self’ knowledge 

before becoming self-managed.  

 

How then does the empowerment of the individual occur? ‘Discipline “makes” 

individuals’ argues Foucault. ‘…it is the specific technique of a power that regards 

individuals both as objects and as instruments of its exercise’ (Foucault, 1977:170). This 

`self’ knowledge is forged through power relations associated with various disciplines 

and their associated ‘technologies of the self’.155 Foucault also outlines how rank and 

discipline are interconnected:  

rank: the place one occupies in a classification, the point at which a line and a 
column intersect, the interval in a series of intervals that one may traverse one 
after the other.  Discipline is an art of rank, a technique for the transformation 
of arrangements. It individualizes bodies by a location that does not give them a 
fixed position, but distributes them and circulates them in a network of relations 
(Foucault, 1977:145-146).  
 
 

As we will see later in this chapter, one of the contemporary means of forging `self’ 

knowledge, and hopefully subsequent self-management, is through the discipline of 

assessment. It has the capacity to ‘individualize’, whilst distributing ‘attributes’. 

                                                 
155 In his essay, ‘Technologies of the Self’, Foucault (1988:16-49) outlines a history of the ways 
that humans `develop knowledge about themselves’ via adopting specific techniques which 
render “truth games”.   
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Foucault states that the `contact between the technologies of domination of [or influence 

upon] others and those of the self I call governmentality’ (Foucault, 1988:19).   

 

Foucault claims that 'observation' apparatus or available surveillance technologies help to 

'individualize', as well as 'normalize'. He cites the 'light and lens' (Foucault, 1977:171). 

Some powerful means used to form individuals 'subjectively', which can sometimes appear 

less visible, include 'the examination', medical management systems, and long-standing 

religious confessional techniques. These methods contain combinations of 'hierarchical 

observation [and] normalizing judgement'.156 However, human perfection is not the driving 

force within governmental reforms. They are about more worldly matters such as the 

raising up of standards of living, or about what Foucault calls ‘bio-politics’.  Maximizing 

the life of the individual is seen as a major goal, but only as a means to maximize the 

security of the state. 

 

Foucault (1991) discusses modern forms of government in terms of the ways in which 

government activities came to revolve around a concern to reshape lives, and hence, 

improve the welfare of members of a territory's population. He, and others157 cite the 

work of the German Cameralist, Von Justi, to explain how the ‘the population’ became 

a prime focus of attention during the eighteenth century in terms of its importance in 

fostering the strength of the state. He states:  

The managing of a population not only concerns the collective 
mass of phenomena, the level of its aggregate effects, it also 
implies the management of population in its depths and its details 
(Foucault, 1991:102).  
 

                                                 
156 Meredyth (1993:207-235) discusses the relationship between various forms of examination 
or assessment, the techniques used, and their positive role in the social management or 
'remediation of a population'. Meredyth (1994:375) cites Canguilhem (1978:90-91) who 
establishes that the body becomes 'the product' of 'normative’ conduct’. 
157 van Horn Melton (1988); Hunter (1993b). 
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The `governmental’ process has a predisposition to locating concerns within the 

population, as well as constantly endeavoring to solve them in the way that AR appears to 

want to. Government therefore problematizes its own domain and governs through 

various existing technologies.  However, due to the sweep of historical and cultural 

variations in forming subjectivities, as exercised across a host of ‘unconnected 

administrative sites’, it is difficult and not all that helpful to assume an essential human 

individual or identity. Even so, administrative sites, which do encompass various forms 

of rule, techniques and training came to act upon `the mass of ...[a territory’s] 

population with its volume and density, and ... the territory over which it is distributed’ 

(Foucault, 1991:104).  

 

As Foucault (1991:88) suggests, this aspect of government is therefore concerned with 

the relationship between politics or various self-interested groups, and the strategies or 

technologies158 used to enforce legitimate government. This mode of governing has 

become dependent upon, and relies upon expert knowledges, especially the ‘technical’ 

substance of it, including the resistance of techniques of government which ‘pigeonhole’, 

in terms of political ideologies and right/left divisions.  Furthermore, in terms of Foucault’s 

concept of ‘limited finalities’, various objects of government have their ‘own’ 

characteristic complexities and dynamics, which come to be known by drawing on the 

assistance of practitioners in those particular fields. This includes the knowledge of things 

and objectives which can and possibly should be attained, and the disposition of things 

required to reach them. Foucault asserts that there is an inter-connectedness or 

                                                 
158 Rose and Miller describe ‘technologies’ of government as: ‘ways of inscribing reality into the 
calculations of government and ways of rendering it amenable to interventions (Rose, 1988; 
Latour, 1987).  
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relationship between gathering scientific `objective’ knowledge, rather than something 

‘imagined’, and having the ability or power to act `legitimately’. 

 

3.3 Governance: knowledge and expertise 

Pasquino (1991:114) highlights how the eighteenth century saw a yearning for `knowledge 

of the state’ which called for a particular `science of the state’ or `political arithmetic’, now 

commonly termed statistics. He asserts: `To be exercised, power needs to know : we are 

talking about knowledge, but also - and this is the other side of the picture - a force towards 

public happiness’ (Pasquino, 1991:115). As Miller and Rose (1990) suggest, some of the 

technologies used to ascertain and promote needs or requirements include:  

techniques of notation, computation and calculation; procedures of examination 
and assessment; the invention of devices such as surveys and presentational forms 
such as tables; the standardisation of systems for training and the inculcation of 
habits; the inauguration of professional specialisms and vocabularies; building 
design and architectural forms - the list is heterogeneous and is, in principle, 
unlimited (Miller and Rose, 1990:8). 

 

For instance, across the 1980s and 1990s, the Australian government sought out a 

‘comprehensive statistical picture of participation in education in Australia, covering every 

age group and all levels of institutions’ (Commonwealth Department of Education 

Science and Training).159 Part of Foucault’s (1977) power-knowledge argument, however, 

is that failure is functional, in that it is a tribute to the knowledges and apparatuses of 

oversight that detect it and strive to correct or cope with it. Government, therefore, has 

come to rely heavily upon an administrative apparatus, which has the capacity to 

generate knowledges, as well as offer expertise to `problematize', `reflect' and to 'self-

govern'. Drawing upon works of Max Weber,160 Paul du Gay (2000) offers an account 

of the reliance upon bureaucratic organization and the 'ethos of bureaucratic office' in 

                                                 
159 <http://www.dest.gov.au/archive/iae/research/edpart.htm> [viewed 7th April 2004].  
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the 'provision of good government' (du Gay, 2000:145-146). Such scientific techniques 

and methods of public administration have been responsible, over time, for changing the 

shape of or even at times, producing such social entities as `the family' and `the school', 

with their associated social classifications of `child', `parent', `student' and `teacher'. 

 

Tied to these ends, however, it can be said that there are many forms of expertise, and a 

plurality of aims within the context of the things to be governed (Foucault, 1981:95). It 

has been suggested that the struggles to manage or self-govern ourselves cannot 

conform to any `unifying’ theoretical discourse or ideology. Instead of this ‘general 

cultural totality’, Foucault suggests that ‘power is intelligible in terms of the techniques 

or methods of application’, and stresses that there are:  

no necessary or universal forms for the exercise of power to take place: our 
society bears witness to the production of quite specific practices which 
characterise the ways in which power relations function within it. 
 
 

In line with this rationale, Rose (1987) claims: 

The sources of power are multiple... amongst the modes of operation of power, the 
shaping of wills, desires, aspirations and interests, the formation of subjectivities 
and collectivities is more typical than the brute domination of one will by another 
(Rose, 1987:69). 
 
 

However, `the disciplines’ or techniques of power organized within various institutions, as 

a means to manage large numbers of people – institutions such as schools - are assembled 

through various ethical and negotiatory regimes of behaviour. This is not to presume 

that disciplinary techniques are aimed at ‘deviant’ behaviour per se, but are used for 

self-formation in a practical sense. This aspect of governance via expertise has 

consequences for governing, as the dynamics or developmental tendencies and expertise of 

each compartment of existence have their own ‘specific finality’.  

                                                                                                                                               
160 In particular, Weber (1994). 
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Furthermore, Foucault (1980) also cautions us. He claims:  

the disciplines have their own discourse. They engender...apparatuses of 
knowledge (savoir) and a multiplicity of new domains of understanding.  They 
are extraordinarily inventive participants in the order of these knowledge-
producing apparatuses. Disciplines are the bearers of a discourse, but this 
cannot be the discourse of right. The discourse of discipline has nothing in 
common with that of law, rule, or sovereign will. The disciplines may well be 
the carriers of a discourse that speaks of a rule, but this is not the juridical rule 
deriving from sovereignty, but a natural rule, a norm.  The code they come to 
define is not that of law but that of normalisation. Their reference is to a 
theoretical horizon which of necessity has nothing in common with the edifice 
of right.  It is human science which constitutes their domain, and clinical 
knowledge their jurisprudence (Foucault, 1980:106-107). 
 
 

Here Foucault is highlighting the mix of human sciences and management systems 

which have produced techniques to train, regulate, and manage the body in terms of 

'normatisation', rather than repression.161 He is also highlighting the capillary effects of 

power through its 'diverse elements'. This is allied to micro-power, in contrast with 

power exercised uniformly or centrally 'from the top' (Foucault, 1977:307). He too 

comments: 'The judges of normality are present everywhere. We are in the society of 

the teacher-judge, the doctor-judge, the educator-judge, the 'social worker'-judge; it is 

on them that the [seemingly] universal reign of the normative is based;' (Foucault, 

1977:304). They have the capacity to determine measures of irregularity or difference 

which has the effect of creating `normalization’.162 However, they contain their own 

discourse based on their accumulated knowledge of `the social body’ of the population, 

but have no fundamental, unifying direction. Expertise is linked to the site specific 

finalities of ‘the objects of government’. Expertise is also closely linked to role specific 

                                                 
161 Popkewitz (1998c) also deliberates how various expert systems of knowledge help to 
discipline and construct the “self”, as researchers and teachers, suggesting that the ‘choices 
and possibilities’ that exist for participation are the positive ‘effects of power’. Popkewitz, 
nonetheless, also claims that these productive ‘effects of power’ are not related to that of 
sovereignty which, according to him, ‘focuses on what dominates and represses our actions' 
(Popkewitz, 1998c:5). 
162 See Buchanan, (1994); ‘Expertise and Expectation’, Chapter 11 in Meredyth, (1994); and 
McCallum, (1990).  
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qualifications, personal skills, status and para-legal organizational boundaries, even 

more than Foucault (1977, 1980) claims here, or that the new managerialist literature 

and AR discourse appear to acknowledge. These issues will be discussed in more detail 

in Chapter Five.  

 

As we will also see in following chapters, due to the techniques and discourses utilized 

in the formation of individual attributes and capacities across time and locale, there is 

no stable underlying autonomy to appeal to as the AR methodology suggests, either.  

Ian Hunter (1994) offers an historical signpost to where this notion of the principle of 

the morally autonomous human being came from. He claims: ‘…in the name of the 

freedom of the self-reflective person, Kant launched the moral problematization of 

government whose echo we can still hear in today’s theorists of democratic education’ 

(Hunter, 1994:49). As noted in Chapter One, this legacy appears to stretch far and wide.  

It includes many commentators attached to AR and PAR movements and now 

permeates education bureaucracies. Hunter describes Kant as a ‘moral philosopher and 

privileged citizen’, for whom the ‘highest good was moral enlightenment’. For him, 

political engagement could or should emanate from ‘private conscience’ or 

consciousness, which should not submit to either compulsory or the ‘self-incurred 

tutelage’ of ‘external governance’ (Hunter, 1994:49). Futhermore, the preconceived 

notion that we are equal to one another can also be traced back to the Christian tenet, 

and to Kant (according to Hunter). For example, in the light of God we all have a soul 

and share the same divine essence, so to speak. 

 

Drawing on Hobbes' great lesson, Hunter (1994) also discusses the necessary split 

between the ‘public’ nature of government and its ‘private’ self-governing aspect. In 
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reaction to the disastrous consequences of government based in religious fervour and 

faith (the early modern religious wars), ‘sacred government’ was replaced instead by 

decision-making which required a particular kind of detached ethical ‘expertise’, 

namely, the capacity to pluralise and divide our conscience confirming that:  

the separation of the `private' comportment of the man of conscience from the 
`public' comportment of the citizen was the achievement of that great political 
and moral transformation in which European states sequestered `spiritual' from 
governmental politics, relegating the former and reconstituting the latter in the 
light of a worldly and expert political rationality (Hunter, 1994:51). 
 

 
What was required was a responsible public, ethical conduct towards community, and a 

private inner conscience where religious tolerance was promoted within that 

community.163 Hunter’s ‘history lesson’ is that forming responsible ethical conduct 

towards the community comes about via the promotion of the private inner conscience 

towards a religious tolerance. Since the beginning of the eighteenth century, new forms 

of government based upon bureaucratic calculation and expertise, therefore, superseded 

old methods.164

 

Hunter (1994) also discusses the ethical force of the critical intellectual, particularly 

within our contemporary schooling system. He outlines how ‘a real social authority’ 

seems to flow from the ‘cultivation of a prestigious moral persona’ (Hunter, 1994:167), 

something seemingly unmistakable within the moral undertakings of contemporary 

                                                 
163 Paul du Gay ( 2000:146) discusses the distinctive and separate personae of the bureaucrat 
and the politician.   
164 See also Hunter (1993b:251) for an account of the emergence of a ‘state-centred and 
welfarist’ political apparatus based upon administrative intervention, rather than religious 
enthusiasms. Also Fourcade-Gourinchas (2001:404) describes how new forms of government 
via public administration became possible due to the ‘embeddedness’ of practical knowledges 
within existing disciplines such as the ‘Cameralist’ sciences of state. She states that back then, 
as today, the main focus of the state was to use rational means to raise revenues in order to 
govern the population more effectively. Fourcade-Gourinchas (2001:398-399) also describes 
how the discipline of ‘economics’ became ‘institutionalised’ in various Western European 
countries through the emergence of early university chairs, commencing with the ‘Cameral 
Sciences’ in Germany in 1727, followed by Oxford in the UK in 1825, and London in 1828.  
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education circles and directives. Hunter and Schmitt (1986) both see 'romantic' critique, 

in Hunter’s words, as: ‘a technique for turning social and political realities into an 

endless series of “personal experiences”, occasions for moral introspection and critical 

withdrawal’ (Hunter, 1994:166). Or, as Schmitt communicates it:  

Religious, moral, political, and scientific matters appear in fantastical draperies 
and in strange colors and hues because, consciously or unconsciously, they are 
treated by the romantics as a theme for artistic or art-critical productivity. 
Neither religious, moral, or political decisions nor scientific concepts are 
possible in the domain of what is exclusively aesthetic (Schmitt, 1986:16).   

 

Schmitt’s assertions highlight the disconnectedness between ‘personal experiences’ in a 

‘romantic’ sense (Hunter, 1994; Schmitt, 1986), and an authoritative policy world. 

‘Government ability’, nonetheless, seeks to incorporate and make technical, the 

romantic sensibility (and its motivating force). Could this emphasis on ‘personal 

experiences’ explain what is happening within contemporary organizational 

management strategies, when some teachers, parents, bureaucrats and researchers are 

actually encouraged to act so strangely ‘self-interested’, as it sometimes appears? Could 

AR’s preference for gathering objective knowledge via individual testimony or 

discussion of ‘life experiences’, in preference to more ‘positivist’ approaches, actually 

drive and sanction such behaviour within our social settings? What has changed in more 

recent times in what Foucault terms, ‘the science of social administration’? We will 

come back to this important aspect of public support for the wider population and the 

role of private agency in subsequent chapters.   

 

This aspect of governance, as it relates to community and parent participation in school 

decision-making, as well as forming the necessary capacities to actually ‘collaborate’, 

will also be discussed further in Chapters Four and Five. However, in these terms of 

person formation, the self-interested, political aspects of living are not concerned with 
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individual ‘self'-realization, understood as ‘self-aggrandisement'. They are concerned 

with ‘enhancing the population’ in the broadest sense, as a means for all to live 

peaceful, active and productive lives. The dispersed nature of authority or power 

contained within these difficult attempts to locate and engage members of a population 

in this process of governing, moreover, means that it is necessary to solicit ‘the 

participation of individuals’, which is now perceived in democratic terms, rather than 

imposing a will upon them. 

 

However, Foucault (1981) especially emphasizes how the objects and domains of 

government are perceived differently by philosophers and practitioners alike. The 

question to ask therefore is not which ideology is applied, but how and through which 

techniques does it take form? Foucault (1994) claims that a particular mode of 

governing termed ‘liberalism’ developed over time as a response to claims that 

`governing is always seen as governing too much [or too little]’ (Foucault, 1994:76). 

According to him, `liberalism’ as a practice of governance became a ‘”way of doing 

things” oriented [both] toward objectives and regulating itself by means of a sustained 

reflection’ (Foucault, 1994:74).  

 

3.4 Governance and its allies 

In keeping with the above account of how government now operates, one of the ways of 

governing which has become acceptable within our contemporary times, according to 

this governmental literature on person-formation, is to maximize and utilize the 

individual’s desire for freedom using minimal force or control (Rose, 1999:23). The 

individual’s subjective desire for self-fulfilment (Rose, 1999), and the subjectivity `of 

each and all’, has become a major current means of attaining governmental goals, in 
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preference to supposedly more direct methods of eliciting changes in social and 

economic behaviour. This pragmatic form of government also typifies a soft 

interpretation of the Machiavellian dictum suggesting that a ruler should `hold one’s 

potential enemies close’, or as Rose (1996a:117) suggests, `turning subjects… from 

potential sites of resistance… into allies of rule’. Policy now appears to draw upon any 

available resources to legitimize its goals. 

 

Graham Burchell (1996:23) also argues that government attaches itself to the free 

conduct of governed individuals themselves. He claims that in modern forms of 

liberalism, `the relationship between government and the governed [is one] in which 

individuals are identified as, on the one hand, the object and target of governmental 

action and, on the other hand, as in some sense the necessary (voluntary) partner or 

accomplice of government’ (Burchell, 1996:23). However, an outcome of this form of 

liberal government, nevertheless, is the incessant ‘critical reflection on governmental 

practice’ (Foucault, 1994:77), and governmental regulation (Hindess and Dean, 1998:4), 

from both outside the administrative apparatus, as well as from within (Elliott, 1991). 

Couched in political terms of self-determination and empowerment, AR’s emancipatory 

and critical stance appears to have a functional relation within such liberal forms of 

government (Burchell, 1996:23; Foucault,1994; Miller and Rose, 1990:1; Rose, 

1996a:37-64). We return to this situation later in the chapter. At this point, however, we 

need to take a look at how the history of education looks in light of Foucault’s thesis, 

and how we can understand some of the shifts of focus in 'governing the social', across 

time and locale. Firstly, we turn to Hunter’s genealogy of compulsory state-funded 

schooling to see how it has been applied within one particular field of ‘social 

governance’. 
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3.5 Governance and self-governance: the role of the school 

Hunter (1993a,b) discusses how the modern institution of the school was `contingently' 

founded upon the combination of Cameralist bureaucratic techniques of administration and 

`pastoral disciplines and ethical practices’ (Hunter, 1993b:244) for governmental purposes 

of encouraging self-governing individuals as a means of promoting a governable 

population. He emphasizes, however, that the school has always involved a mix of 

pastoral/moral objectives (shaping souls), with the aim of building populations: equipping 

citizens with a range of economic/cognitive skills. In other words, no one objective defines 

the purposes of education and excludes or subordinates any other.  

 

Since the mid nineteenth century in Australia and Britain, there has been a close and 

indissoluble relation between the mass school system and the state's interest in forming a 

literate, pacific, healthy and productive population - a population made thinkable by means 

of surveys or `moral' statistics.  These formed the basis of a `network of morally managed 

social spaces aimed [at] correcting a series of social deficits' (Hunter, 1993a:28), that is, 

fear of pestilence and immorality in the new industrial cities. Hunter claims that social 

services, which are now taken for granted and perceived as rights in the late twentieth 

century, were `extraordinary outcomes' resulting from `specific socio-political 

programmes' concerned with the social problems of the `nineteenth-century city' (Hunter, 

1993a:26). 

 

According to Hunter, the popular school system was an outcome of such systematic 

`investigation and calculation' of living conditions (Hunter, 1993a:28). As the means of 

correcting social problems, which were `deeply and inescapably determined by corrective 

norms, or what we now call `standards of living'" (Hunter, 1993a:28), a variety of `child-
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centred' pedagogic techniques were used to help morally form more civilized persons. 

Hunter describes how the English mass elementary schooling system became one of the 

means of lifting moral conditions and social outcomes, particularly for working class 

members within it. Compulsory popular education became thinkable under such 

circumstances.  

 

These measures were adopted in Australia in the 1840s and 1850s (Smith, 1991). The 

school system then represents an example of a `governmental' apparatus associated with 

the formation of the moral person within a population, extending pastoral care and the 

promotion of the self-regulating individual, and as Hunter (1993b) claims:  

it was this system that allowed the individualising disciplines of pastoral pedagogy 
to be incorporated in a state-wide bureaucratically administered network of 
institutions, aimed at governing the population through the creation of self-
determining citizens (Hunter, 1993b:264). 

 

In Re-thinking the School, Hunter (1994:11)165 situates the self-regulation of individuals 

within schools as `a direct expression of the institution of Christian pastoral care and 

guidance [which] was indeed dedicated to forming self-reflective and self-regulating moral 

personalities'. The governmental apparatus of compulsory schooling created the 

capacities for larger numbers of individuals to become rational, self-reflective and 

hopefully, ‘self-governed'. Hunter asserts:  

In short, we find the classroom as a space of ethical formation in which the 
students are placed under the continuous ethical supervision and 
problematisation of a teacher who embodies both moral authority and pastoral 
care (Hunter, 1994:57).  

 
 

                                                 
165 Hunter’s Re-thinking the School (1994) has been widely referenced in international history 
and sociology of education literature. For instance, Popkewitz (2002:58) acclaims that ‘one of 
the best historical discussion[s] of education as the administration of society’ can be found in 
Hunter (1994). 
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So how did the teacher attain such authority? Hunter (1993a,b) gives an historical 

account of the nineteenth century disciplinary methods and moral purposes of teacher 

training.  

 

In agreement with Foucault and Hunter (1994), Popkewitz (1998c:5)166 also 

acknowledges that ‘much of modern life is ordered through expert systems of 

knowledge that discipline how people participate and act’. However, Popkewitz (1999b, 

2000) protests that some contemporary ‘systems of reason’ which have been adopted in 

educational research practices to challenge (such as AR), and to supposedly normatize, 

namely psychology, counselling and classroom practices, actually exclude individuals 

who subsequently can ‘never be “normal”’ (Popkewitz, 1999b:4). Political 

representations contained within the term ‘neo-liberalism’, also present problems for 

educational research studies: ‘the denial of change in theories of change’ (Popkewitz, 

2000:27). Popkewitz (1999b) alludes to a ‘sovereignty’ notion of power which begs the 

question: ‘who benefits and who is excluded through the practices of research[?]’ 

(Popkewitz,1999b:5). 

 

In accordance with Foucault, Hunter (1994:50) notes that the modern state is charged 

with the duty to isolate and deal with social ills, and rectify them for its own sake. 

However, he also claims that `to turn the self-reflective person [or individuals within the 

flock] simultaneously into the foundation of the education system [or the shepherd]’, 

                                                 
166 Popkewitz's foil or target is trying to get the better of governmental reason or the 
instrumentalities through which individuals are constructed and divided into categories of 
inclusion and exclusion via systems of assessment etc. He targets education policy initiatives 
which appear to produce more and more of the same outcomes and not equity and social 
justice. What he doesn't understand is how these various instruments of government and self-
government are piecemeal, contingent and cannot take on board ‘the autonomous individual’ as 
the maker of its own destiny, but a series of momentary interactions according to their social 
status at the time. 
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obscures the various disciplinary techniques, the roles, duties and the obligations 

embodied within these various disciplines. In other words, to assume that the 

autonomous individual, or a group of them has the capacity to promote structural 

changes within schooling and workplace environments, as it appears in the AR literature 

outlined in Chapter One (without acknowledging that the cultural formation of the 

individual is actually linked to such existing bureaucratic structures, practical 

arrangements and pedagogic practices), is to deny our historical socio-economic 

lineage. AR consultants and educators such as Popkewitz sometimes appear to suppose 

that practical perfection is a not-too-distant (and feasible) social outcome.    

 

Hunter, however, also highlights the variety of existing person-forming techniques 

which were utilized in this process of individual self-formation. They included the 

Pietist practices of self-regulation and self-reflection promoting self-autonomy, the 

`sympathetic teacher', and `free play' in the playground.167 These historical artefacts of 

the school remain in operation today, as Ainscow et al. (2004:136) described. Teachers 

                                                                                                                                               
 
167 Hunter (1993a) gives a detailed history of the inception of mass schooling. However, drawing 
upon some of my research on the mutations in classroom discipline since the nineteenth 
century, it appears that Lancaster (1805) promoted ‘large-scale’ moral and religious ‘self-
regulatory’ training in his London ‘Monitorial School’ for ‘one thousand poor children’ in 1798, by 
using rote learning and monitors. He provided complete and meticulous directions for classroom 
organization, disciplinary practices through habit (from the perspective of Mauss’s (1985) 
‘techniques of the body’), curriculum, and pedagogic practices from which contemporary models 
are derived. Previously, education was left to the efforts of religious denominations and a few 
benefactors. Any notion that one exists as an ‘autonomous’ individual has no foundation when 
observing the many socialising processes which are present in the classroom. Classroom 
discipline mutated from the Lancastrian model of mechanical rote learning and military precision 
in early nineteenth century classrooms, to a more humanised ‘low-key’ approach. David Stow 
(1849) commenced the intellectual cultivation of youth adopting this approach. As Hunter 
outlines, Stow relied instead upon the ‘calm and sympathetic teacher’, where a quality 
student/teacher relationship was the means through which real education could occur. Whereas 
the need for skilful, trained teachers was seen as important by Stow and promoted by Kay-
Shuttleworth in his Teacher Training College at Battersea in 1841, and later through the 
National In-service Teacher Training initiatives, over one hundred and fifty years later, in Lord 
Elton’s Report (1989), these issues were not given a mention. Lord Elton’s Report indicates that 
classroom discipline is now seen as an extremely ‘emotive’ issue. Nonetheless, classroom 
discipline still includes a wide range of topics, such as teaching strategies, classroom 
architecture, techniques of the body, behaviour policy and curriculum.  
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recognized the value of data generated by themselves, when ‘engaging with students in 

conversations, or through observations of playground behaviour’. The point to make 

here is that problems within the school were located and successfully instigated ‘inside 

the school grounds’ by the technologies used to discipline students in a low-key way 

since the 1850s. `Subjectivity', therefore, became the means of transferring 

governmental goals to members of a population, with the ultimate goal of `self-

regulation'.  

 

However, this ‘self’-scrutinising aspect of pedagogical practices utilized within schools, 

which also includes the ‘spiritual’ dimensions of AR advocacy, promoted particularly by 

Heshusius and Ballard (1996), can be traced historically to the eighteenth century 

German Pietist Movement.168 The Pietists’ `celebration of inwardness’ exemplified the 

concern to shape the personality which is still seen as the hallmark of educational 

pursuits. For instance, diary writing, which is a technique used to promote self-

regulation for teachers is a common practice. Current social expectations of a `quality 

education' (now taken for granted by many), should be seen as an effect of assorted 

social reform programmes of the past (Hunter, 1993a:29). 

 

Let us now take a look at other positive takes on power, and the tactics employed to 

effectively govern ‘the population’, some aspects of which have only recently come to 

be known in terms of ‘the social' domain. We turn to Jacques Donzelot’s work on the 

triangulation of ‘the social’, or how the public and private agencies of government work 

in terms of overall population maximization via ‘individual’ subjectivity, using the 

family as the example. 
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3.6 Governance and self governance: the role of the family 

It would come as no surprise that another site of power that Foucault (1991:99-100) 

discusses is the family, or more particularly, the middle-class or `bourgeois’ family. He 

states: `We need to see how ...mechanisms of power, at a given moment, in a precise 

conjuncture and by means of a certain number of transformations, have begun to 

become economically advantageous and politically useful’ (Foucault, 1980:101). He 

outlines the historic move from government ‘by the patriarchal family’ in Absolutist 

times, to government ‘through the family’ in contemporary times.  

 

Since the middle of the eighteenth century, the family has become both an instrument for 

gauging the condition of the population (Foucault 1991:100), and the means of installing 

goals of government, such as increasing its life chances (Donzelot, 1979). It is seen as an 

internal and “privileged segment” of the population, in terms of the overall concern for 

the population.  Donzelot (1979, 1997) offers us a genealogy of various attempts to 

improve the life of individuals by accessing the 'bodies of individuals', particularly those 

included within the family. The family has become categorized over time through 

intervention strategies, as a means to enhance its resourcefulness, as well as minimize 

the social cost of the ‘misbehaviour’ of its members.169 Over time, the family has become 

the focus of numerous large-scale `governmental' campaigns `to reduce mortality, and to 

promote marriages, vaccinations, etc.’ (Foucault 1991:100). These 'preventative' and 

'uplifting' aspects of family life can be seen as a means to ensure the nation-state’s 

ultimate survival. However, this is dependant upon gathering knowledges of the family’s 

                                                                                                                                               
168 van Horn Melton (1988), Absolutism and the Eighteenth-Century Origins of Compulsory 
Schooling in Prussia and Austria. 
169  Although ‘misbehaviour’ by family members can also include that of the parent/s, see David 
McCallum (1993), ‘Problem Children and Familial Relations’. 
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predicaments and its perils at the outset. The family becomes ‘the object’ of knowledge, 

whilst being ‘targeted for intervention’ at the same time.  

 

Checking ‘the costly practices of the family’ through public intervention became the 

basis for mutual support between state and family, as 'the moral standing' of family 

members became ‘a starting point for a policy of conservation and utilization of 

individuals’ (Donzelot, 1997:25). In particular, Donzelot claims that ‘the image of 

childhood underwent a change’ during the eighteenth century, and was ‘extolled for its 

revalorization of educative tasks,...’ (Donzelot, 1997:16). According to him, two 

separate strategies helped to reorganize educative behaviour:  

The first was centred on the spread of household medicine, that is, a set of 
knowledges and techniques designed to enable the bourgeois classes to rescue 
their children from the negative influence of servants and to place them under 
the parents’ observation. The second aimed at the consolidation, under the label 
of “social economy,” of all the forms of direction of the life of the poor, so as to 
diminish the social cost of their reproduction and obtain an optimum number of 
workers at minimum public expense: in short, what is customarily termed 
philanthropy (Donzelot,1997:16).    
 

 
We can see from Donzelot’s account how the family was historically delineated or 

classified into different groupings, such as ‘the bourgeois’ and ‘the poorer’ classes, for 

the purposes of ‘social administration’.   

 

3.7 Public initiatives, private initiation 

Private philanthropy became a forerunner to the now 'taken for granted' state-funded 

social welfare networks with their specific knowledges, available expertise and 

techniques used to promote the family's ultimate 'self'-management. Donzelot claims: 

the private initiative that had been deployed to limit the role of the state could 
now be put at its service, with its experience in the administration of the poor, 
in order to apply the norms through an economic tutelage, or else to oversee the 
economic management of poor families on behalf of those norms that they were 
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not in the habit of respecting. The juncture of this double line announced the 
social tutelage that was to characterize the gigantic hygienic and moral 
campaign inaugurated among the poorer classes at the end of the nineteenth 
century (Donzelot, 1997:89-90). 

 

Donzelot suggests that the nineteenth century apparatus of philanthropy became a 

‘depoliticizing strategy for establishing public services and facilities at a sensitive point 

midway between private initiative and the state’ (Donzelot, 1979:54). He claims, 

nevertheless, that the concerns of the family and the state were somewhat different:   

What troubled families was adulterine children, rebellious adolescents, women 
of ill repute – everything that might be prejudicial to their honour, reputation, or 
standing. By contrast, what worried the state was the squandering of vital 
forces, the unused or useless individuals (Donzelot, 1997:25). 

 
 
Donzelot notes, however, that the 'public' interventions and 'private' undertakings (and 

thus the contemporary effects) into working-class families and the ‘bourgeois’ family 

were somewhat different. Firstly, we will discuss the impact of philanthropic 

interventions into working-class families. This will be followed by a discussion of the 

impact of the medical/hygienist intervention into middle-class families, the legacies of 

which are still currently visible and highly valued today.  

 

Private social welfare initiatives to protect children, which included an explosion of 

modern methods for child rearing and educative initiatives, were aimed particularly at 

working-class families (Donzelot, 1997:83). Donzelot (1979, 1997) highlights the 

separate processes and sites of ‘assistance’ and ‘restraint’ towards families by private 

philanthropic institutions as a means of preventing or lessening ‘life’ threatening events. 

He describes how the positive influences of private philanthropy became a vehicle for 

overall ‘legitimate moral influence’ upon the poorer classes, particularly the 

encouragement of a saving plan as a means to ‘gain family autonomy’, rather than 
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promote ‘dependence upon charity’ (Donzelot, 1997:64). The state wanted to enhance 

its power via the autonomy of the family but competed, nonetheless, with the patriarchal 

head of the family.  

 

So, within these philanthropic moralizations of the family and its inter-dependence with 

state objectives, all was not smooth sailing. Donzelot insists that in order to function as 

a relay for social norms, the family must be given a degree of autonomy, such that it 

could never be just ‘functional’. As we have currently come to understand, the family, 

quite often, contains ‘asocial’ aspirations. Donzelot remarks:  

these societies eventually found themselves confronted with an unbreachable 
point of resistance; namely, parental authority, whether they operated by 
placing minors in establishments of their own invention or in families of their 
choosing, or by intervening directly in the children’s families. It was impossible 
to go and verify the quality of the children’s education in a suspect family if the 
family was opposed, if it refused entry into that inviolable sanctuary, the home. 
The charitable organizations that carried out the placements also complained of 
the uncomfortable situation in which they found themselves with respect to the 
families, who might at any moment use their sovereignty to interrupt the 
educative activity of the centers and call their children back home (Donzelot, 
1997:83).  

 
 
However, Donzelot (1997:89) instructs us that in spite of such resistance: 
  

the normalization practices that issued from the state received from economico-
moral philanthropy a formula for intervention that made it possible to spread 
these norms according to two distinct lines of transformation.  
Where they were not respected, where they were accompanied by poverty and 
hence by a presumed immorality, the neutralization of patriarchal authority 
would permit a procedure of tutelage to be established, joining sanitary and 
educative objectives with methods of economic and moral surveillance. This 
procedure involved the reduction of family autonomy, a reduction that was 
facilitated by the appearance, in the closing years of the nineteenth century, of a 
whole series of bridges and connections between Public Assistance, juvenile 
law, medicine, and psychiatry (Donzelot, 1997:89).   

 

Here we can see the necessary relationship between attaining specific goals of 

government, and the lengths taken to achieve them.  
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Although mutually beneficial nineteenth century philanthropic moralizations of 

families, via a new ‘economic’ ethic and expert ‘hygienic’ norms helped to maintain the 

authority and strength of family and state (Donzelot, 1997:85), mutual outcomes were 

based upon obligation. In other words, the family was obliged ‘to retain and supervise 

its children’ if it did not welcome becoming ‘an object of surveillance and disciplinary 

measures in its own right’. So freedom does not imply ‘rights’ per se, but duties and 

obligations. Furthermore, ‘obligation’ is usually tied to ‘a status’, and in this case, the 

status of ‘the parent’ (Donzelot, 1997:60). These issues will be discussed in more detail 

in Chapter Five. Nevertheless, within this form of governance, as Foucault hints, there 

is a never-ending need and task to get various groups informed, ‘up to date’ and ‘on 

side’. Furthermore, there is the requirement to obtain the necessary financial support to 

accomplish such tasks also. 

 

We will now discuss the impact of the medical/hygienist pole aimed at the ‘bourgeois’ 

or middle-class family. Within this ‘hygienic’ intervention into the family, the mother 

became an agent for the state, insofar as she became responsible for the maximization of 

the potential of the child.  Donzelot states that the objective, as far as possible, was:  

to free the child of all constraints, of everything that might interfere with his [or 
her] freedom of movement, with the exercise of his [or her] body, so as to 
facilitate to the maximum the growth of his [or her] forces; to protect him [or 
her] fully from contacts that might cause him [or her] harm (physical danger) or 
corrupt him [or her] (moral dangers, from ghost stories to sexual deviation) and 
so divert him [or her] from the straight line of his [or her] development’ 
(Donzelot 1997:19). 

 

The education of young children became problematized in terms of how they were 

cared for by bourgeois families and their servants, but also in the public sector of the 

boarding school.  
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According to Donzelot (1997:22), middle-class parents:  

inspired a crusade that would result in the formation of the first associations of 
parents of schoolchildren at the end of the nineteenth century. And 
accompanying this crusade, the principle of a mixed education involving the 
family and the school, where the parents would prepare the child to accept 
scholastic discipline, but at the same time would see to it that good conditions 
of public education were maintained. (no italics in original text) This called for 
improving the health standards of the boarding schools, doing away with the 
vestiges of corporal punishment, eliminating the physical dangers that might 
threaten their children …developing gymnastic exercises, keeping watch over 
the approaches to the lycees…The idea was to establish the same proportion of 
physical liberation and moral protection in public education as existed in private 
education.  

 

So whereas today the school is targeted by moral enthusiasts for producing ‘inequalities’ 

between its citizens particularly within the public and private sectors of schooling, we can 

see however, from Donzelot’s account that the ‘bourgeois’ or middle-class family 

became the ‘yardstick’, as well as the means of intervention into the poorer classes 

through their efforts as ‘agents’ for the state. Furthermore, 'the moral standing' of family 

members was a prime consideration back then, rather than the somewhat ‘paradoxical’ 

‘moral standing of the school’, as it appears today. We can also see here the advent of 

one of the many ‘third sector’ organizations (Lyons, 2001) through which contemporary 

governance currently takes place, namely our current P&C Associations.  

 

However, within both of these 'social' classifications of the family, the mother and the 

children became ‘the target’ of social intervention, as a means of inducing regularity 

and stability in their lives, as well as the ‘prevention’ of mishaps that afflicted them.170 

This gave an overall status and strength to ‘the mother’, and according to Donzelot, it 

was the doctor who furnished the middle-class mother with a social status which 

developed through his communicative care and surveillance. Historically speaking, it 
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has been the ‘middle-class’ mother who has become partly an agent for the state, insofar 

as she became the relay between the private sphere of the home and the public sphere of 

the school. Furthermore, ‘the realization was growing that it was through women and 

the education dispensed to them that the norms of a healthy, regular, and disciplined 

conduct would be able to pass into domestic life’ (Donzelot, 1997:77). Marginson’s 

(1988:36) suggestions to provide ‘a level of parent participation that can fully satisfy the 

desire for good parenting in relation to schooling’, is reminiscent of these earlier family 

reform initiatives.   

 

So we see the two-way intervention between school and home, which has become a 

central feature in current circumstances. In this instance, however, we can understand 

the role of the parent as ‘social agent’ rather than as ‘political activist’, even if Donzelot 

suggests, ‘[it] was this promotion of the woman as mother, educator, and medical 

auxiliary that was to serve as a point of support for the main feminist currents of the 

nineteenth century’ (Donzelot, 1997:21). But to reach these young women as a means of 

spreading these behavioural ‘norms’, ‘public education had to be made competitive with 

that of the congregations by being offered free of charge’ (Donzelot, 1997:78). 

 

Over time, however, the prominent ‘traditional’ figures of the priest and the doctor, 

whose varied technologies of self-governance enabled patterns of moralization and 

normatization across the population to emerge, became influenced by a different set of 

disciplinary techniques. They now included techniques and procedures used by the 

psychologist and the counsellor.  In parallel with Hunter’s thesis, Donzelot too describes 

how the public sector of schooling became a mechanism for teaching ‘hygienic norms’ 

                                                                                                                                               
170 Some common mishaps which Donzelot (1997) lists are unwanted pregnancies, child labour, 
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and ‘socially acceptable behaviour’, thus enhancing moral standards for the family, and 

for ‘the state’ (Donzelot, 1997:75-76). Donzelot describes how, within schools over the 

last century, the psychotherapeutic movement became the means of drawing on the `desire' 

factor of the family by making the family `amenable to social requirements, [and] a good 

conductor of relational norms' (Donzelot, 1979:209).  As Donzelot suggests, the main aim 

was to see it as a technique or procedure for ‘floating’ private familial values with 

public social norms, rather than ‘imposing’ them. How then does this mutual support 

occur?   

 

A new social space was created out of this merging of the middle-class family’s desire for 

sustained upward social mobility,171 and the school’s governmental role of civilizing a 

population. This governmental technology based upon counselling became socially 

acceptable when introduced into pedagogic practices. However, students' scholastic 

maladjustment became `an effect' of this entry of the ‘psy’ movement into schools, 

particularly in France. The significance of these techniques was in their appeal to link the 

school to the family, as the school became the ‘surface of emergence’ of problems 

within the home. Later in this chapter, we will discuss Smith’s description of ‘the psy 

complex’, and the non-coercive role it plays in integrating public governmental norms, 

particularly those of the school with the private familial realm. However, applying this 

'psychoanalytic' framework to a much broader contemporary context, Buchanan (1994) 

places it in an almost ‘amorphous’ realm, even though it became widely used in twentieth 

century, self-management practices: 

                                                                                                                                               
child abuse, the bad influences of servants upon middle-class children, drunkenness and 
disorderliness.  
171 Fuller (2003) gives us a contemporary take on how some parents pay premiums to elite 
universities in the hope that their offspring will benefit from their prestige, and thus become 
'somebodies'. Marginson (1997) refers to these social benefits as 'positional goods', but in 
sinister terms such as creating 'winners' and 'losers'.  
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Located in sites as disparate as the doctor’s surgery, art therapy, popular 
magazines and the personnel manager’s office, this vocabulary creates what 
Donzelot (1979, p.229) has called a “neutral terrain” and what Rose (1990, 
p.214) has termed “a plane neither public nor private” (Buchanan, 1994:63). 
 
 

3.8 Governing Australian Education 

From this Eurocentric take on governance, we now move to an Australian history of 

government through the school and the family. Firstly, we move to Denise Meredyth’s 

(1994)172 discussion of the historical achievements of the bureaucratic school system, 

with its ‘endemic critique’, and how they have helped shape the individual's ‘mental’ 

and ‘employment’ capacities and attributes, via Australia's state secondary schooling 

systems.  

 

Meredyth (1994:235) builds upon Hunter’s thesis on the role of the elementary school 

in ‘modelling the conscience of the child and the moral conduct of a population’. 

Meredyth states, however, that political rationales became organized in a new way 

during the early twentieth century, even though we still see the mix of public initiatives 

and private ambitions contained within this historical emergence. Powerful links were 

made between school and industry in the process. Meredyth (1994:235) cites Peter 

Board,173 the visionary Australian educational bureaucrat who in 1910, claimed that the 

states’ responsibilities now included: ‘the preparation of youth of the nation for the most 

efficient participation in productive industry’. Meredyth (1994:236) explains how the 

organizing logic of promoting the strength of the nation-state via individual ‘self-

management' now included moving beyond elementary schooling, to offer ‘some aspect 

of post-elementary education’.174 Board too firmly believed that education is not just 

about preparing young citizens for participation in the economy, that is, for self-

                                                 
172 Meredyth, (1994) ‘Schooling for National Purposes’, Chapter Eight.  
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realisation. Unlike critics (of new-liberalism), he is quite serious about the economic 

purpose or ‘finality’ of education.  So this shows that for the state educational bureau to 

take interest in the school/economic nexus is nothing new or reprehensible, or a 

subtraction from, or at the expense of other purposes.  

 

In the latter part of the twentieth century, a not too dissimilar logic applies to Australia’s 

contemporary moves to reform its post-compulsory schooling sector. In their Centenary 

article on the participation and funding of Australian schools from 1901-2000, Burke 

and Spaull (2002) claim: 

Although the Australian colonies readily embraced and almost implemented 
universal education in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the challenges 
of secondary education, and the participation and destinations of adolescents in 
this stage of formal schooling, have dominated educational politics and 
planning during the entire twentieth century. Perhaps this was unavoidable 
because of the nature and position of secondary education in a modern 
democratic society. Of all the stages in schooling, secondary education is the 
most sensitive to both personal aspirations and societal demands. As the first 
national survey of secondary education (The Education of the Adolescent in 
Australia) observed in 1935: "Australian secondary education is still in the 
stage of transition. Perhaps it will never be in any other" (Burke and Spaull, 
2002). 

 

Donzelot’s (1979) and Smith’s accounts (1991) of the role of the family in education 

help us to understand why secondary education is so ‘sensitive to both personal 

aspirations and societal demands’.  

 

However, in keeping with Foucault's thesis, Meredyth's lesson is to appreciate the 

distinguishing and site-specific features of some of the disciplinary mechanisms 

contained within the school setting, in particular, those which privately 'individualize', 

whilst simultaneously categorizing in the broader public sense, in spite of one's 

                                                                                                                                               
173 Board, (1910:708). 
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hereditary privilege (or lack of it). Drawing upon Foucault, Meredyth describes how the 

individual’s ‘subjectivity’ is positively promoted through assessment, by exerting 

influence through 'hierarchical observation [and] normalizing judgement'.   

 

Meredyth offers an account of the role of student assessment, and how intellectual 

technologies and expertise have ‘problematized’ sectors of the population, such as 

‘identifying disadvantage’. Meredyth, however, describes disadvantage without 

denouncing developments so most criticized by education theorists. For instance, 

Popkewitz (1998c:126-135) expresses concern about the way in which ‘systems of 

reason’ and pedagogical practices adopted in the processes of ‘normatisation’, actually 

produce discourses of ‘differentiation’ and ‘division’, which ultimately classify students 

into categories of inclusion/exclusion.  Popkewitz suggests that it is a moral imperative 

for educators and intellectuals to intervene wherever possible ‘to disrupt the notions of 

reason that intern and enclose students’ (Popkewitz, 1998c:137). These sentiments 

about the negative effects of bureaucratic systems, however, share a rather familiar ring 

with those of AR commentators such as Kemmis.175 However, can we take a more 

positive outlook on the effects of assessment?  

  

                                                                                                                                               
174 Ling, (1986) ‘The Educability of the Ordinary Man: Eastern Australia 1880-1914’.  
175 Stephen Kemmis (1993) discusses the differing positions of Foucault and Habermas in 
relation to `system’ and `lifeworld’, and the proposed role of `critical evaluation’ in positively 
bridging the perceived gaps between the two. Kemmis suggests that although Foucault’s 
explanations of the various technologies of discipline are comforting in an historical sense, they 
do nothing to challenge existing structures and practices which supposedly produce gross 
inequalities. Habermas' theory of colonisation suggests that the bureaucracy takes on a 
'lifeworld' of its own, and individuals' needs suffer as a consequence.  
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Bureaucratic measures and intellectual technologies are used within educational settings 

to ascertain students’ ‘special needs’ in order for them to continue their education. 

Roger Slee (2001)176 provides an example:  

Education administrators and teachers are more than willing to submit difficult 
students to a battery of ascertainment tests to measure the degree of disability 
and the appropriate form and level of resources required to maintain the student 
in educational provision (Slee, 2001:170). 

 

The above-mentioned example reinforces Meredyth’s explanation of how such 

‘problematizing’ techniques work in terms of ‘normatization’, as well as social 

categorization, enabling the distribution of ‘available’ resources or ‘special needs’ to 

individual students, particularly where they are most needed.177  

 

The governmentality theme and its technologies are all about problematizing certain 

areas of existence across a population of individuals, as a means to enhance their life 

chances, as well as maintain social order. The socio-economic concerns that drive the 

nation-state adopt ‘normative’ systems of training in ‘the attempts’ to promote potential 

citizens and self-managed individuals. The effects of these systems are to produce 

certain classifications and categories which do include and exclude. However, the 

system of assessment streaming etc., produces this effect independently of markets. 

 

Meredyth’s account of the complexities surrounding subject formation, via the school’s 

pedagogic techniques, is reinforced by Jennifer Gore’s (1998:235) “flat and empirical” 

Foucauldian study of the variety of power relations contained within different 

                                                 
176 At this particular time, Roger Slee held the position of Deputy Director-General, Education 
Queensland. Previously, he held the position of ‘a Dean of a Faculty of Education responsible 
for initial teacher education’ (Slee, 2001:167, 169).  
177  See ‘few surprises as budget pie favours independents’ by Jennifer Buckingham, editor of 
‘Schools’ in The Australian. She states that students with special needs were one of the major 
‘beneficiaries of the [2004] federal budget’, p.16.    
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pedagogical sites.178 Nonetheless, in line with Popkewitz, and some (AR) 

commentators, Gore maintains: 

The microlevel focus of Foucault’s analytics of power, therefore, not only is 
useful for understanding power’s operation in specific sites, as demonstrated 
here, but also has clear potential in addressing change possibilities. [italics not 
in original] That is, the Foucaultian approach enables us to document what 
causes us to be what we are in schools, and hence, potentially, to change what 
we are. Given the continuing widely documented negative effects of schooling 
for many students and teachers, such change seems a worthy pursuit (Gore, 
1998:249).  

 

Whereas Meredyth (1994:17) combines policy analysis, theoretical argument and 

historical investigations to ‘unsettle some of the certainties that have informed 

discussions of social and educational problems’, particularly those concerning perceived 

‘failure’ by its critics, Gore’s position differs. In the above-mentioned account, Gore uses 

the Foucauldian approach to further, rather than set limits to, the critique of the education 

bureaucracy.  

 

As Meredyth explains, and as the present thesis highlights, perceived failure by 

government is an all too familiar catchcry, even though the role of `liberalism [appears 

as] a persistent questioning of governmental regulation’ (Hindess and Dean, 1998:4). Yet, 

talk of failure is not all made from the same substance. Endemic within this modern 

liberal form of governance,179 we have an educational bureaucracy which is constantly 

in the process of its own re-organization, based upon correcting its own perceived short-

                                                 
178 Gore (1998:231-251) outlines how power relations were enacted across four different sites, 
utilising eight different pedagogical techniques. Drawing upon Foucault, some of the disciplinary 
pedagogical techniques observed by Gore include: surveillance, normalization, exclusion, 
classification, distribution, individualization, totalization and regulation. Gore also suggests that 
these well utilised but taken-for-granted ‘invisible’ subject-forming disciplinary techniques were 
‘continuous’ across the four different sites. Gore’s research also highlighted that 
‘individualization’ and ‘totalization’ were the most frequently applied techniques, whilst regulation 
and surveillance were the least utilised. Gore’s study also describes how power was exercised 
differently by different groups, such as teachers and students. She claims also that power ‘was 
not equal for all participants’, and that students’ power was seen to be more ‘reactive’ rather 
than active.  
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comings. But do we have to keep re-arranging educational institutions or bureaucratic 

structures and democratise them in order to form self-governed individuals?  

 

For instance, Jeffrey Minson asserts that it would be difficult to conceive how these 

‘effects’ of person-formation technologies could ‘sensibly form the target of an attempt 

to transform citizenship’ (Minson, 1993:201). Who or what has the capacity to 

formulate and carry out this task of ‘prescribing a new social order’? Drawing on the 

TELSS case study in Chapters Four and Five, we explore the complex and delicate 

issues surrounding educational reform agendas, particularly the democratisation of the 

education system and those relating to inclusion/exclusion. 

 

However, Meredyth’s and other’s work suggest that failure is an integral aspect of such 

self-disciplinary and normalizing mechanisms. Meredyth (1994:220) cites Minson 

(1993:201) as a means to offer some insights into this pedagogical predicament. Minson 

draws upon T.H. Marshall (1963),180 whose work has offered a significant contribution 

to political and sociological interpretations of ‘social class’ for over fifty years. 

Marshall suggests that concern for uniform educational standards at a national level, 

generates an unequal distribution of ‘capacities, qualifications and associated social 

standing in the population’ at an individual level. In other words, we all share an equal 

social right to be treated ‘unequally’. We can see this situation more vividly in the 

following example. 

 

                                                                                                                                               
179  Foucault (1977). 
180  Marshall’s (1963) essay: ‘Citizenship and Social Class’ gives an account of the way in which 
the notion of equality can be seen as having the equal right to be treated ‘unequally’.   
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The Social Justice Strategy of Education Queensland currently provides a framework 

for Human Relationships Education (HRE) for Queensland State Schools181 (CS-02). It 

states in 1.1 that: ‘A major purpose of schools is to provide access for all students to 

learning situations that promote personal growth and encourage active participation in a 

culturally diverse Australian society’.182 Under 2.3, the following principles are 

invoked:  

Schools need a cohesive vision of the outcomes of Human Relationships 
Education for students. This may be achieved through a systematic sequence of 
learnings and experiences from P-12 that is related to student developmental 
levels, capacities and needs, and considers the social justice principles.  
 

 
On the one hand, the individual student’s ‘personal growth’ is the teacher’s prime target. 

On the other hand, however, we can see that the individual students are at different levels 

of development and capacity. Therefore, ‘student’s developmental levels, capacities and 

needs’ have also to be taken into account. So where do these incessant debates about 

student inclusion/exclusion and ‘systems of reason’ sit in light of the above examples of 

teachers’ tasks, which besides, were also part of Education Queensland’s ‘social justice’ 

campaign? Drawing upon Marshall’s (1963) claim of the equal right to be treated 

‘unequally’, difficult students are also treated ‘differently’ for the purpose of 

maintaining their school attendance (cf. Slee, 2001:170), using the barrage of agents and 

disciplinary technologies at their disposal (Foucault, 1977:170, 1991; Smith, 1991), and 

hopefully helping them to attain their own self-management, where possible.  

 

                                                 
181 Gordon Tait (1993) gives an historical account of the problematizations and governmental 
strategies utilised in the self-management of sexual conduct, particularly  for members of the 
adolescent population. He outlines some of the political ambiguities and contentious issues, 
particularly for families, which surrounded the introduction of sex education in schools. It is now 
part of the Human Relationships Education curriculum within Queensland’s government 
schools.  
182<http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/doem/sindex/h-
ind.htm#humanRelationshipsEducation>, viewed 12th April 2004. 
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The dilemma for critical commentators is to understand that although Christian 

technologies have been adopted and adapted within contemporary schooling systems to 

manage populations, it takes more than ‘spirit’ to do so. But ‘the complete subject’ is 

not the centre of attention, as Hunter (1993a) reiterates:  

Histories of ‘culture and education’ … typically plot their developmental 
narratives against the goal of ‘equal opportunity’. And, indeed, it seems clear 
that any general notion of equality in education must presume a single general 
form of human development as that to which all individuals must be given the 
same access. Were it to emerge that culture and society did not (even in 
principle) possess this sort of unity – in other words, if it emerged that there 
was no general or ‘sum’ form of human development, only a congeries of 
overlapping but not necessarily commensurate norms for the development of 
definite and limited abilities and capacities – then it would be meaningless to 
talk of education delivering equality of access in any general way. Equality of 
access to what? (Hunter,1993a:15) 

 

Meredyth’s work reinforces Hunter’s critique of this ‘benchmark’ of ‘equality’, by 

demonstrating the categorizing and ‘individualizing’ strengths of various forms of 

assessment, and their uneven distribution of capacities. This situation leaves us with no 

‘sum form of human development’ to appeal to, as Hunter (1993a:22) reiterates. Critics’ 

desirous attempts to attain ever more inclusive and socially just outcomes across a 

disaggregated population persist, nonetheless.  

 

Meredyth tries to unravel the complexities and misunderstandings brought about through 

some of the contradictory logics within this particular form of governance. On the one 

hand, and in keeping with Foucault’s and Hunter’s argument, we see how the individual is 

encouraged to become ‘self’-managed. On the other hand, according to Donzelot’s and 

others’ historical accounts, the student is constantly sifted and sorted via assessment 

instruments but for the ‘normative’ purposes of moderating some currently ‘well classified' 

social discrepancies of individual behaviour across a population of individual students.  

Such instruments include those of the ‘psy’ complex (Donzelot, 1979, 1997), which play 
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their role in reshaping the family. Bruce Smith (1991) has adapted Jacques Donzelot’s 

argument to his concern with private/public schooling in Australia.  

 

Moreover, in her attempt to address the impasse between the bureaucracy and its critics, 

Meredyth offers an explanation for some of the innumerable goals and bureaucratic 

complexities associated with this form of governance,183 and why AR critique can only 

ever expect to be one element within a heterogeneous mix of problematizations of the 

status quo.  She claims: 

The practical difficulties involved have included the now-familiar ones of 
negotiating the delicate relationships between state schooling, training sites, 
workplaces and universities, as well as those of meeting the joint goals of 
promoting industrial productivity and national security, whilst fostering child-
centred and pastoral modes of teaching. These ambitions and complexities are 
still with us, and are unlikely to be removed at the behest of critical intellectuals 
(Meredyth:1994:11). 

 
 
Meanwhile, and in keeping with Donzelot's (1979) and Meredyth's (1994) accounts, 

Hunter (1994) claims:  

Once ability had been reformulated as a measure of the individual’s adaptation to 
the milieu of the school, it was only a short step for the OECD’s educational 
secretariat to problematise the family, by treating it as a `pre-school’ responsible 
for forming and distributing educational dispositions (Hunter, 1994:120). 

 

Hunter (1994:93-136) draws upon Donzelot (1979), Burchell (1981) and Smith (1991) to 

explain the recent hybridization or what he terms the emergence of two newly-formed 

contemporary `interconnected social technologies’ within Australian schools. Hunter 

describes them as the `pedagogical family’ and the `community school’. He claims that the 

`pedagogical family’ emerged when the family became `problematized’ as a means of 

raising students’ scholastic performance, particularly within the expanded comprehensive 

                                                 
183 Some of the wide-ranging duties and responsibilities of teachers are recorded at 5.6,in 
Chapter Five. 
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schooling system in Australia.  He describes how the `community school’ emerged within 

the process of ‘expert problematisation of the adolescent’, whose `occupational future’, 

`family background’ and `maturation’ actually became `a key means of problematizing the 

bureaucratic inflexibility of the school (Hunter, 1994:130). To overcome this bureaucratic 

impasse, a social space was created between the home and the school. 

 

We now move to Bruce Smith’s remarkable but hitherto neglected work on the 

historical emergence of the ‘school community’ category. Smith provides a vivid 

illustration of the practical and diverse ways in which ‘negotiating’ some of the above-

mentioned ‘delicate relationships’ between public and private domains has 

‘unexpectedly’ promoted a capable, but more ‘politically’ minded parent-school 

network. This outcome has occurred in spite of this network’s well defined ‘social‘ 

lineage.  

 

Bruce Smith (1989, 1991, 1993) adapts Donzelot’s genealogical approach to the role of 

‘the psy complex’ in the reshaping of the family in order to highlight how the 

psychotherapeutic movement became a prominent player in raising educational 

expectations of Australian adolescent students, thus creating what is now commonly 

termed `the school community'. One contemporary means of understanding this history, 

and the role that the psychotherapeutic movement plays in promoting governmental aims, 

can be summed up by the now well-known term ‘the aspirational family’.  

 

The school community initially became embodied through liberal techniques of school 

governance to tackle `classroom discipline from the 1950s to the 1980s' (Smith, 1991: 

iii), thus attempting to raise student learning potential. Smith (1991) claims: `a new 
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educational category - the school community - which begins to rival the classroom as 

the basic unit of school organisation' was a social space created between home and 

school due to the expanding student population within Australia’s comprehensive 

secondary schooling.184 Smith states that ‘teacher’ and ‘student’ behaviour became 

problematized in terms of the effects that increased student enrolments had upon teacher 

effectiveness.  

 

Smith (1991) also states that the impetus for the school community concept came from 

the private schooling sector, where the school’s curriculum offerings, religious 

affiliations, and staff qualifications were frequently advertised to parents, along with 

school fees, in order for them to make a choice. ‘Within these guides the choice of 

school is a projection of familial social and religious values and ambitions’ (Smith, 

1991:267). However, after the initial choice was made within the private sector, 

nominal responsibility was extended to parents.  

 

During the 1980s and beyond, Smith also highlights that government run schools 

adopted similar measures. There was ‘a wealth of information’ available to parents 

about which school to choose, including checklists of the various schools’ offerings. 

Whereas the private sector seemed to keep parents more at arm’s length according to 

Smith, the government system adopted a closer liaison with parents, as a means of 

forging a sense of ‘mutual responsibility’ for student educational outcomes. Smith’s 

account reinforces Donzelot’s outline of the different socio-historical trajectory of 

working class and middle-class families and how, from the outset, the latter promoted 

                                                 
184 Bruce Smith’s (1989) describes how a totally ‘teacher/pupil oriented’ classroom became 
transformed into ‘the school community’ disciplinary network, due to such factors as the 
abolishment of corporal punishment in the 1970s, and the expanded student numbers in new 
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and reinforced their values through their motivated assistance within the public 

schooling sector. Government schools worked at promoting parental interest in the 

advantages of an education, and fostered parent involvement in their child’s education. 

Smith also states that whereas schools informed parents of their offerings and value 

systems, increasingly the business of educating also included surveying parents about 

their expectations, and whether the school was meeting the needs of their children. 

‘Where schooling was once the almost exclusive province of two or three specialized 

categories of person, now every parent should be actively involved in their child’s 

education’ (Smith, 1991:275). Furthermore, the school is expected to respond. The 

TELSS Parent Survey is a typical example of these more recent developments of the 

1990s to include parents in the education of their children, as well as seeking their 

opinions.185   

 

Back in the 1950s, however, agents around the school focussed mainly upon 'reforming' 

familial practices, utilizing child guidance and vocational guidance clinics and other 

organized social bodies. This was in keeping with earlier social interventions where 

links were made with the family to prevent the ‘squandering of vital forces’ of ‘unused 

or useless individuals’ (Donzelot, 1997:25). However, the focus had shifted then from 

‘outside’ the classroom and the focus on families as causes of student maladjustment,186 to 

`inside' whereby discipline was relocated as a practical problem to be handled by the 

                                                                                                                                               
comprehensive schools. However, the short-term objectives were to alleviate teacher ‘stress’, 
and to increase individualized student attention in classroom ratios of 30/40:1. 
185 The TELSS Parent Survey results recorded ‘discipline’ as the second highest parental 
response when asked what they liked and disliked about their child’s school. Parents/guardians 
registered a ‘lack of discipline’ as a concern, as well as acknowledging the ‘good discipline/ 
leadership (from the Principal)’. Smith’s (1991:276) thesis suggests that the ‘educative parent’ of 
the 1990s either involves themselves in the school to ‘change it’, or chooses another which 
‘meets their desired disciplinary standards’.  
186 Burchell (1981:82) outlines how preventive interventions into the family by various agencies 
who respect family autonomy have led to 'therapeutic familialism', of which the school 
community is part product and correlate. 
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teacher, with aid from the counselling and student welfare staff.187 The aim was to bring 

about a more predictable, consistent and secure 'learning environment' for increasing 

numbers of students (Smith, 1991:220).  

 

However, Slee (2001) ‘negatively’ asserts: 

The relatively recent advent of mass compulsory schooling merely elaborated 
the processes of social stratification and exclusion through a range of dividing 
practices in the school. Segregated special education together with the unskilled 
labour market colluded with schools to conceal the inevitability of failure. A 
rational, indeed scientific, explanation was produced that attached blame to the 
academic curriculum and restrictive pedagogy on offer (Slee, 2001:172). 
   

 
By the early 1960s an increase in student enrolments meant that problems relating to 

discipline or `indiscipline’ in schools became a major reason for involving parents in the 

school (Donzelot, 1979; Smith, 1991), who subsequently helped promote the ‘inclusion’ 

of their special needs children into mainstream schooling.  Furthermore, along with the 

explosion in numbers across the student body came a deeper differentiation of students, 

according to their subject selection. As Marginson (1997) discusses, many students are 

sifted and sorted according to their curriculum choices, which do make a life-long 

socio-economic impact, particularly at tertiary level. Parents therefore, have become 

keenly interested in student subject selection and choice, as well as student discipline in 

schools, and have been increasingly encouraged to do so. 

 

                                                 
187 Charles (1985) however, suggests in more contemporary times that different discipline 
models can be matched to the realities and ‘personality’ of the teacher. More democratic 
methods can be applied, where discipline is ‘self-imposed’ through ‘freedom of choice’. For 
instance, the move from a teacher-centred ‘chalk and talk’ classroom, with less emphasis on 
corporal punishment (to be abolished in 1975), meant that students (and teachers) were more 
likely to make their own rules of behaviour. However, these democratic models of managing 
discipline are the result of the internalisation of external regulations, where a more self-
disciplined student displayed ‘personal’ responsibility, rather than a spontaneous ‘free will’.  
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Illustrating Donzelot’s (1979; 1997) argument on school-family transactions, Smith 

identifies how a newly promoted, two-way `person-forming' relationship between home 

and school can operate: 

Successful parental participation in the heart of the classroom could produce a 
transformation in both teaching and in the family. At Mansfield Park Junior 
School teaching became easier because the school could get right to the core of 
learning difficulties - the family - and promote new patterns of interaction between 
parents and children. The insularity of teachers in the classroom was also broken 
down, opening everyday educational interaction up to the scrutiny of both parents 
and the principal.  Parents themselves could come within the orbit of the influence 
of the classroom and the agencies of the school community (Smith, 1991:259). 

 

In the 1970s, the concept of school community achieved an even greater profile within the 

rise of what was termed the `total school' approach. This 'total school approach' 

problematized student discipline and teacher effectiveness in terms of drawing a broader 

network of experts and agents closer to the classroom. This outcome was the result of the 

Dettman Report, released in Western Australia in 1972. Tied to broad social objectives of 

government, such as the optimization of a nation’s resources through population 

management, the Dettman Report (1972) initiated by the State Teachers’ Union (yet 

another ‘third sector’ organization), was one of the most substantial reports on discipline in 

Australian educational history (Smith, 1989:21; 1991:203). This report is an instance of a 

particular `problematization’ by government. It became one of the major political 

technologies which recommended changes to the learning environments within high 

schools. It targeted `comprehensive’ schools which admit enrolment of students `from all 

sectors of the community without regard for socio-economic status or any other social or 

personal attributes’ (Dettman, 1972:13).  
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As a response to the `problematization’ of high school student indiscipline, some 

recommendations to tackle the problem included creating a more `student-centred’ school. 

This formally included `the community’, and suggested `decentralization’:   

the present layout of schools emphasises depersonalization and this can only be 
overcome by decreasing the bureaucracy; taking power from the headmasters and 
leaving the way open for students, teachers and parents to take an active part in 
schools, designing gardens and painting classrooms (The Dettman Report, 
1972:223).  

 
 
At that time, however, the emphasis appears to be on the physical aspects of the school and 

its surrounds, rather than on community involvement in decision-making within a 

decentralized schooling system.   

 

Aiding this remedial process was a network of normative agents and their various 

technologies, such as human relationship workshops, counselling sessions and house report 

cards, as suggested by Dettman (Smith, 1991:213). Other tactics used to enhance the 

learning environment included utilizing 'psy' agents such as: 

guidance officers, year masters, tutors, house masters, Student Council, Staff 
Advisory Council, School Council, Principal, Vocational Guidance Officers, 
Youth Education Officers, human relations experts and parents (Smith, 1989:26; 
1991:213). 
 

 
However, this new therapeutic approach to student discipline inside the classroom had 

become a softened alternative to the harsh disciplinary techniques of corporal 

punishment. The apparent aim was to promote student efficacy by drawing on 'the inner 

resources of the person' (Campbell, 1970:13, in Smith, 1991:205). This description of a 

more liberal means of forming persons, however, appears somehow to suggest a 'pre-

existing' morally formed person. By contrast, Foucault, Hunter, Donzelot and Meredyth 

suggest how certain aspects of the 'inner' person are formed via 'external' disciplinary 

means, and that the optimization of the population as a resource increasingly employs a 
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barrage of agents and techniques around the school, the family and the university to 

outline and attain objectives. These agents form part of the mechanism of liberal 

governance with their techniques for enlisting desires and shaping various subjects.  

 

These disciplinary objectives were to be embodied and integrated across other existing 

public and private agencies at the time. They included: 'the Child Welfare Department, 

Mental Health services, the ... Police Department, various philanthropic church-based 

welfare agencies and community sponsored groups such as Lions or Rotary' (Smith, 

1991:213). These agencies, over time, appear more flexible, less delineated, and now 

increasingly include public/private combinations such as university research staff working 

with parents and AR consultants. Hunter (1994:130) reinforces this observation: 

This network has come to consist of a hybrid of bureaucratic and parental, 
professional and voluntary agencies: community liaison officers and parents’ 
associations, community welfare experts and self-help groups, curriculum experts 
and curriculum consultation committees.  

 

Since the mid-1990s, this list now includes the efforts of numerous agents and expert 

personnel connected with the Special Educational Needs (SEN) students, where 

communication between home and school is considered to be ‘particularly important’ 

(Frederickson et al. (2004:55).  So in keeping with Donzelot’s take on family autonomy, 

governance capitalizes on the motivations and aspirations of individual clientele, whilst 

forming them simultaneously. As already noted, this is one of the characteristic features 

of liberal ‘governmentality’ (Foucault, 1991).    

 

Furthermore, the socio-economic legacies of nineteenth century philanthropic 

organizations and associations can still be seen across the country in the twenty-first 

century.  As Lyons (2001) notes, philanthropic organizations are now regarded as part of 
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the ‘third sector’. They have become ‘a significant feature of Australian life since almost 

the beginning of European settlement’ (Lyons, 2001:97). We can note the role of religious 

organizations in welfare delivery in Australia, which is increasing rather than decreasing. 

As well as the country-wide volunteer parent networks and P&C Associations, these 

organizations also include: ‘the Catholic church, the masons, the unions, the Labor Party, 

the RSL, the Salvos, the ‘commos’, the Movement, The Melbourne Club’ (Lyons, 

2001:97), as well as many sporting organizations including surf lifesaving. 

 

So what has changed in the way that this hybridisation of the private/public sphere has 

been played out within the social domain more recently? Lyons (1998) for instance, states 

that whereas businesses had an ‘altruistic’ aspect to its dealings with nonprofit 

organizations in the past, a different business philosophy has emerged in the past twenty 

years. It appears that support now reflects a model of the business relationship where, 

once again, there is supposed to be mutual gain or return.  

 

Even though usual communitarian political arguments relate to social cohesion and 

social justice, in policy statements and political platforms,188 and within the criteria for 

funding and government support, there appears to be more emphasis placed upon 

individuals to take more responsibility for their social and economic destinies. Rose 

classifies this shift as `neo-liberalism', where market terms/principles are used to re-

situate “the social”, turning social well-being and security into targets or goals to be 

reached. This strategy focuses more on outcomes, which are central to the 

accountability and audit functions of government. This shift is also characterized by 

                                                 
188 For instance, a somewhat right-wing, 'anti-statist' discourse was recorded by our Prime 
Minister, John Howard in his introduction of George W. Bush prior to an historic Parliamentary 
address in Canberra, 23 October, 2003. Australia's Prime Minister stated: 'The things that unite 
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contracting services from government welfare bureaucracies to private providers. For 

instance, Caldwell (2003a) outlines the public private partnership models that have 

emerged recently in Great Britain as part of Tony Blair’s educational reform agenda. 

They include:  

private finance initiatives, city academies, private management of 
public schools, specialist schools, community action networks, 
moral persuasion, community design and the creation of education 
precincts, and large-scale philanthropy (Caldwell, 2003a:7). 

 

It appears that government now relies more than ever upon the capacity of individuals 

and groups to act upon their own needs and desires. To illustrate, Lyons (2001) suggests 

that: ‘Most Australians, approximately 65 per cent, belong to at least one third sector 

organisation’ (Lyons, 2001:xi). This sector consists of collective, ‘private organisations’ 

which are run voluntarily by their members ‘without personal profit’ (Lyons, 2001:5). 

Lyons also suggests that philanthropy now comes under the umbrella of ‘corporate 

citizenship’. An emergent ‘shareholder’ model of business took hold. But according to 

him, this has recently been replaced by a ‘stakeholder’ model.189 This model encourages 

more ‘collaborative’ relations between businesses and nonprofits’ (Lyons, 1998:iv). 

Nonetheless, the 'social' agenda still applies. Lyons (1998:3) cites Moon and Sochacki 

who state: 

Quite a few companies had a commitment to social responsibility in that they 
had responded to increased levels of unemployment by sponsoring 
organisations such as business enterprise centres or to cuts in government 
spending in schools by providing support (Moon,1995; Moon and Sochacki, 
1996).  

  

                                                                                                                                               
the Australian and American people are shared values: the belief that the individual is more 
important than the state'. The Australian, October 24, 2003, p.1. 
189 Meredyth (2003:4) describes how Melbourne’s Atherton Gardens ‘wired community’ 
initiatives to ‘bridge the digital divide’ for low income people, who were ‘primarily unemployed 
and predominantly immigrants’ from over 30 different countries, included a mix of public/private 
initiatives. Assistance was received from the ‘not for profit and voluntary sectors, with cash and 
in kind support from private companies’.  
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So even though the private, 'church' based philanthropy movement is still alive and all 

pervasive within the public sphere, we now encounter an ever-increasing level of private 

'corporate' sponsorship to raise the life chances of the unemployed, and of those attending 

schools in lower socio-economic strata. As one commentator on a weekly national 

broadcast programme, Background Briefing, states:  

Australia's public schools are waiting anxiously for the great leap forward. As 
governments struggle to pay for the education parents demand, schools will 
have to shape their own destinies, raise their own funds, and hire their own 
staff. Students become clients; principals, managing directors. It will be 
exciting for some.  For others, no amount of spin-doctoring will save them.190

 

Marginson (1997) and others always appear to approach such sponsorship with 

misgivings. But to return to a question raised in Chapter One, is the role of private sector 

inputs into school governance all that new? It would seem not, even though there has been 

widespread concern since the mid-1990s, that governments are withdrawing support 

from government run schools in favour of privately run organizations.191 However, 

according to the Year Book Australia 1998, the annual government and private 

expenditures on education, as a percentage of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), has not 

varied significantly. Government expenditure was just under 4% of GDP between 1990-

91 and 1995-96, and private expenditure was approximately 1.35% for the same period 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1998:338).192 The same governmental logic still 

applies, as it did in the nineteenth century. ‘Uplifting’ transformation of individual lives 

across the social domain is still the main target; whether corporate or church-based, 

                                                 
190  'Schools of the Third Millennium', 19 July, 1998. 
191  See ‘Funding debate is ideological not education’, The Australian, May 17, 2004, p.16.  
Buckingham persuades that ‘Public schools have total funding levels higher, on average, than 
non-government schools’. She reports that non-government schools receive increased 
Commonwealth funding to recompense them for their lower State grants, as these grants 
predominantly fund state government schools.    
192  Mark Harrison, an economic consultant writing for ‘Schools’ in The Australian, May 17, 
2004, p.16, confirms that private and public school spending ‘increased as a proportion of gross 
domestic product’. He also states that Australia now spends ‘well above the average…[ranking] 
third out of 30 OECD countries’.   
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philanthropy becomes just one of the means. As we can appreciate, the education 

budget is not dwindling as the years pass. According to the Year Book Australia 2003, 

‘The total education operating expenses for all Australian governments increased by 

7.3% from $32,323m in 1999-2000 to $34,688m in 2000-01’ (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2003:298).  

 

Through their efforts, it seems that the nineteenth century middle-class or `bourgeois’ 

family, and mother in particular, have certainly made their impact upon the twenty-first 

century. The number of contemporary middle-class families (Foucault, 1991:99-100) has 

increased, and can be seen as the effect of previous attempts at intervention into the poorer 

classes, as well as their own families (Donzelot,1979, 1997). Is the market really to 

blame for the so-called undermining of the states’ education systems, or could such 

outcomes also be the effect of successful governmental strategies of the past, such as 

promoting parents ‘as key educational figures’ (Smith, 1991:275). Furthermore, can 

governments really afford to ignore the financial concerns and the contributions that 

come from the private sector, not to mention the social benefits that flow on, such as 

assisting to build a self-governed population through the family?  

 

Nikolas Rose (1999) reinforces this stance: 

The state is no longer to be required to answer all society’s needs for order, 
security, health and productivity. Individuals, firms, organizations, localities, 
schools, parents, hospitals, housing estates must take on themselves - as `partners’ 
- a portion of the responsibility for resolving these issues - whether this be by 
permanent retraining for the worker, or neighbourhood watch for the community. 
This involves a double movement of autonomization and responsibilization.  
Organizations and other actors that were once enmeshed in the complex and 
bureaucratic lines of force of the social state are to be set free to find their own 
destiny (Rose, 1999:174). 
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Rose reinforces Donzelot’s (1997) argument that family ‘autonomy’ is dependent upon 

maintaining ‘familial obligations’. As our review of existing genealogies of the school-

community relationship has shown, however, these linkages between the family and the 

school via parental aspiration arose prior to, and independently of, ‘economic 

rationalist’ ideology.  

 

In conclusion, this exposition has outlined shifts in power relations, various forms of 

rule, the objectives, as well as the practical techniques that have been used over time to 

contain and optimalize the nation's resources via population management, particularly 

self-management. In this chapter, a Foucauldian methodological framework has been 

applied to highlight how modern forms of government came to revolve around a 

concern to reshape the lives and moral self-formation of the individual, thus improving 

the welfare of members of the population (Foucault,1991), but in ‘a less coercive’ 

manner, than in previous times. Within this framework, the modern institution of the 

school has taken on the responsibility for administering multiple objectives, drawing 

upon the combination of Cameralist bureaucratic techniques of administration, `pastoral 

disciplines and ethical practices’ (Hunter, 1993:244), including a variety of `child-

centred' pedagogic techniques.  Some of these objectives consist of forming ‘socially 

acceptable behaviour’ across members of the population, the maximization of the 

‘potential’ of the child, the promotion of parental interest in child rearing, as well as 

ongoing educative initiatives. These initiatives have necessitated forging links between 

the school and the family. Smith’s genealogy of the school and family alliance also 

offers us an account of how both these sites of power currently operate as particular 

forms of liberal governance. As part of the various mechanisms of liberal governance, 

Donzelot highlights how `psychoanalysis' became a less oppressive motive or means of 
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drawing upon, whilst promoting, the `desire' factor within the family. Meredyth (1993, 

1994) also suggests how the ‘mental’ modelling of the individual is assisted through 

various forms of ‘assessment’, which aids in the distribution of capacities. So we can 

see that governance is concerned with the optimization of the population as a resource, 

and increasingly employs a barrage of agents and techniques around the school and the 

family to achieve objectives, but which do not ‘add up’ to form the ‘complete 

individual’. How then can the above-mentioned conceptualisation of the relations 

between schooling and government be used to reconsider AR and TELSS? We are now 

in a position to apply this perspective to our case study in Chapter Four.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

 
Action Research: individual empowerment, enterprise and community 

 

4.1 Introduction 

In light of Hunter’s and Smith’s accounts of the various networks of bureaucratic, 

professional, parental and voluntary agencies (which aid in this process towards self-

management), we now discuss the current issues surrounding the school community, 

particularly in relation to its role as a technique for the management of populations. 

Devolution can, in a similar way, be located as a type of `governmental' strategy, where 

the local community features as ‘a key construct’ (Burchell, 1981:90; Schofield, 

2002:665) in the formation of self-governed individuals.  

 

The shift in responsibility from centralised government control to a more decentralised 

management of schools, however, suggests that to achieve such goals, governments aim 

to co-opt the community, using a combination of democratic rhetoric (as suggested 

within the AR movement), institutional imperatives and parental choice. These moves 

within the Department's administrative processes highlight a matrix between the home, 

the school, the economy and the social well being of the individual within the 

population, which has been the focus of attention in the previous chapter. 

 

However, we have also seen in Chapter One, how the AR strategy purports to mediate 

and establish a dialectical relation between people who are `objects’ of knowledge, and 

their own knowledge. We will now see how this mediation can be redescribed as a 

relationship between liberal government and self-government, AR being seen 

accordingly as a `liberal technology of government’. This chapter therefore offers to re-
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explain AR and PAR as a refinement of critical education sociology, and as an 

intellectual technology useful for social governance.  

 

Furthermore, the TELSS project is a particular version of AR, and the task of this chapter 

also is to re-describe it.  Within this re-description, I am going to invert some of the 

usual large-scale theorizations on communities and bureaucracies, participation and non-

expertise, which have been suggested by both critics and participants of the project. 

Contrary to the way that some of its advocates and architects alike imagined (that is, in 

terms of a critical reflection on government and its institutional structures), I will use the 

Foucauldian language of governmentality in order to explain how the TELSS project is a 

typical example of the continuous social ambitions of government. Such programmes are 

relentless in their quest to entice and aid persons to ‘voluntarily’ self-manage themselves, 

and most importantly, their offspring.  

 

Chapter Four now tries to depict as concretely as possible, the difficulties of managing the 

social endeavour of constructing a participatory community, which became both the 

`object’ and the ‘subject’ of government. By observing various social agents involved 

within this case study of one school community, this chapter will illustrate the 

Foucauldian thesis that government is a ‘delicate’ process which conveys the 

possibilities of failure, due to the difficulties and fragility of gathering together different 

reform abilities, persona, and agendas, many of which can be quite contradictory.  

 

More specifically, it will show how the power to act legitimately within government 

activity includes participation in one’s own government, and is dependent upon certain 

knowledges, expertise and most importantly, bureaucratic structures. These pre-
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conditions of participation have consequences for the question of the limits to the 

applicability of participatory techniques of governance, particularly for individuals and 

groups, including minority groups.   

 

4.2 AR as liberal technology of government 

Smith’s genealogy of the school and family alliance offers us an account of how these 

sites of power currently operate as particular forms of liberal governance, co-opting 

available technologies in the process. In reference to how these 'individualizing' 

techniques were applied, Smith nonetheless states that one of the 'key prerequisites for 

reaching a successful conclusion is the counsellor's expertise in denying his or her 

expertise and promoting that of the client' (Smith, 1991:205). Playing down the role of 

the 'expert' to attain results is itself, a ‘levelling’ technique deployed by experts.  

 

AR methodology too can be seen as such a 'levelling' technique. However, it is as if this 

method is trying to eliminate or re-define 'rankism'.193 It constantly plays down its own 

expertise and promotes an anti-structural and anti-hierarchical institutional stance in its 

discourse, whilst simultaneously promoting the attainment of individual ‘aspirations’ 

via an empowered self.194 AR as a methodology has the ability to problematize an area 

for investigation using the action research procedure of plan, act, observe and reflect.  

But AR advocates or `change agents' are part of this process, as they also work at 

identifying areas of concern.  It is also a widespread formal network which actively 

encourages personal and group involvement.195  It suggests the possibility of freedom 

                                                 
193  Fuller, (2003). 
194  As a Research Assistant on the TELSS project this was, for the most part, my experience. 
195  There are many local, national and international AR web sites, including Education 
Queensland’s ‘EQ Internet’, which offer and promote practical learning resources. Bob Dick 
from the Southern Cross University has organized a Queensland-based site, aerol - action 
research and evaluation on line. It offers a variety of links to AR, e.g., 
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for individuals to pursue their own social destinies, as it promotes individuals to become 

mobilized to get more involved in generating their own self-fulfilment. 

 
As we noted in Chapter One, AR was initially linked to teachers' resistance to top down 

institutional reforms. Applying a typical pragmatic governmental stance, such as 

`turning subjects… from potential sites of resistance… into allies of rule’,196 teachers en 

masse are now encouraged to use AR as a means of self-management. However, as the 

low teacher participation rates within the TELSS project seem to suggest, individual 

empowerment and enterprise is welcomed, but not necessarily through 'top down' 

reform programmes. So we can see another contradictory governmental logic at hand. 

Teachers appear to want to act against the governmental system in which they work, 

whilst they perform their duty on behalf of government. It becomes clear, nonetheless, 

that one of their prime duties is to discipline students, whilst imparting skills to 

adolescent students, thus preparing them for their futures. 

 

In line with Meredyth’s (1994) historical account of the ‘vocational’ aspects of the state 

secondary school, current objectives are still very much concerned with student 

behaviour management, parent aspirations, as well as teacher accountability. They also 

include the promotion of life-long learning197 within educational institutions, health and 

industrial issues, such as youth suicide and drug abuse, and high youth unemployment. 

Upgrading teachers' skills is also an ongoing governmental concern. However, parents’ 

                                                                                                                                               
<http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/arr/links.html>, viewed 14th June 2003, and information 
and resources sites relating to various aspects of AR, e.g., 
<http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/areol/areolind.html> and  
<http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gem/ar/arp/arphome.html>.  
See also Bob Dick and Pamela Swepson (1994), [online] 
<http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/arp/sofsys2.html>, and Murphy, J. (2000) [online] 
<http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/ari/p-jmurphy00.html>.  
196  Rose, (1996:117). 
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current engagement with these historically based social measures has, in turn, pushed 

them even further to engage with the education sector in order to have their parental 

demands met, particularly those of middle-class mothers (cf. Donzelot, 1979, 1997). 

 

4.3 School reforms of the 1990s 

As we have seen, since 1990, there have been considerable organizational and structural 

changes within Queensland’s government-run schools, including problematizations of 

bureaucracy and programmes of devolving responsibility, authority and accountability to 

the local school and its `community’. We can note from policy documents that the 

educational bureaucracy is going to great lengths to co-opt all members of the community 

into greater participation in schooling on a mass scale, as noted in Focus on Schools 

(1990a). Focus on the Learner (1990b), a document concerned with Senior Schooling 

curriculum reforms, also suggests forming partnerships and networks across education 

providers, business and the wider community, including students and parents. The 

Queensland Department of Education’s (1992c:4) corporate plan for 1993-1997 identified 

the following goals: 

socially just access, participation and educational outcomes for students; 
responsiveness to changing needs; equal opportunity in employment; effectiveness 
and efficiency; participation and consultation; working in partnership with staff, 
students, parents and the wider community. 

 

The 1994-1998 corporate plan (Department of Education, 1994b:5) affirmed this 

partnership model of governance. Nonetheless, Roger Scott, Director-General of Education 

at that time, reiterated the need for management to face the many challenges and impacts 

that the ‘pace of change’ brought to the department. They included ‘organizational 

restructuring’, the wider ‘social justice agenda’, with a ‘plethora of legislation’ to match. 

                                                                                                                                               
197 Sir Christopher Ball was one of the key British advocates of Lifelong Learning. He was a 
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Citing Michael Fullan (1993), Scott (1994:3) paradoxically implies that educators should 

‘become agents, rather than victims, of change’ (Fullan, 1993). In this instance, we can see 

the jarring impact upon the educational bureaucracy, as it promotes staff as ‘agents of 

change’ to help cope with all of the influences promoting the need for ongoing 

bureaucratic ‘transformation’. 

 

Education management also proposed a `values driven’ approach to its organization to cut 

down on unwieldy `technical’ procedures. An example of an `anti-bureaucratic’ reform 

measure further imposed from within, Frank Peach (1996), who was the Director General 

of Queensland’s Department of Education at the time, suggested that new (FOI) legislation 

in Queensland in the early 1990s also impacted upon educational reform. He states that as 

a consequence of FOI legislation, the new Department of Education Manual was `fourteen 

volumes in length’.  Guidelines had to be simplified. This resulted in cutting down on very 

detailed policy prescriptions for the behaviour of teachers and others within the 

organization.198 Peach acknowledges that the education bureaucracy was: 

very much rules driven, and we wanted to change our organisation to being a 
values driven one.  ... I think ... we’ve in a sense got in the way of teachers.  
...what I’m saying is let’s get on with delivering the service rather than the detailed 
policy prescription which has been our approach in the past.199   

 

                                                                                                                                               
guest speaker at the The Third National Conference of Post Compulsory Education, Brisbane, 
June, 1994. 
198  Frank Peach's (1996) suggestion of the need for a less bureaucratic agenda in the late 1990s, 
resonates with organisational change commentary across Australian universities and schools 
since the expansion of comprehensive schooling in the late 1950s, e.g., W.G.Walker, (1970). 
In a similar ‘anti-bureaucratic’ mode, Roger Slee who held the position of Deputy Director 
General, Education Queensland in 2000, as well as the position of ‘a Dean of a Faculty of 
Education responsible for initial teacher education’ (Slee, 2001:167, 169), accuses ‘machine 
bureaucracies’ for fixing the “special student” as ‘a policy problem requiring a technical solution’ 
(Slee, 2001:170).  
199  Excerpts from: `Teaching as an Occupation’, ABC Radio National, 16th October 1996. 
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Teachers still have strict codes of practice to adhere to. However, from the above, it seems 

that disciplinary codes which were more formally organized, now appear to be locally 

interpreted. 

 

The 1994 and 1995 budgets of the Queensland Department of Education also provided 

money for: (a) activities to skill parents for participation in school management; and (b) 

employment of Parent Development Officers to work with parents. Staff encountered 

increased accountability measures at the same time. The Education Department 

reaffirmed its responsibility to meet the needs of a broad range of student abilities and 

interests.  

 

Until the late 1990s, Queensland's public school system engaged with parents and the 

wider community mainly through ‘third sector’ enterprises, such as its Parents' and 

Citizens' Associations (P&C), and their peak state body, the Queensland Council of 

Parents’ and Citizens’ Association (QCPCA).  Proposals to establish school councils as 

part of the move towards school-based management procedures were being introduced 

gradually in 1998 by Education Queensland, through its `Leading Schools' program. 

School-based management procedures, including school councils, were to be phased-in 

gradually, commencing with the largest schools in 1998, followed by others a year or so 

later.  

 

We can appreciate the substantial powers devolved to local government by this time. The 

degree to which schools have incorporated local school based management procedures 

varies across educational systems and across countries (Department of Education, 1995a:6; 

Cuttance and Hill, 1999). Nearly all Australian States and Territories experience 
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significant changes in the ways that schools are structured and operate. Trends occurring 

during the mid-late1990s follow. Parent and community participation was probably the 

most developed in Victorian schools, where School Councils had been operating since 

1975. They were responsible for appointing school principals and presenting the school's 

Annual Report to the community. Increased powers were granted to the Victorian councils 

via legislation, through amendments arising from the Schools of the Future (1993) Report. 

This report outlined new structural changes for Victoria’s schools, where schools were 

encouraged to become more self-managed, paralleling the Local Management of Schools 

(LMS) introduced in Britain in 1988, and in New Zealand in 1989 (Caldwell, 1994:48).    

 

In the direction of self-government, for example, the Victorian schools had undergone 

further changes in their management structure and revenue collection, in accordance with 

the `Self-Governing Schools Act in Victoria’ (1998). As Cuttance and Hill state:  

The Schools of the Future reform of public education in Victoria has 
decentralisation as a key feature.  With 1700 schools, Victoria is the largest system 
of public education anywhere to have decentralised as much as 90% of its budget 
to the school site level (Cuttance and Hill, 1999:238). 

 

As of January 1999, `those “Schools of the Third Millennium” have had the extra power to 

hire and fire staff, sell land, and invest and borrow money. They’ll have also been able to 

form partnerships with business’ (ABC Radio’s `Background Briefing’, 19-07-98).  

Furthermore, schools were encouraged by the Kennett government (1992-99) to gain 

sponsorship from corporate bodies, as a further means of resourcing them. This move has 

the consequence of creating huge inequalities within a state-based system, which is 

perceived by many to be responsible for abating socio-economic `inequality’, rather than 

promoting it (ABC’s `7-30 Report’, 20-5-98). The concern here is that schools will, once 

again, become more dependent upon philanthropy, (as we saw happened in the 19th 
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century), where there can be no guarantees that all schools will secure sponsorship 

(Marginson, 1997:185).  

 

Similar trends were occurring in other States and territories during the 1990s. New South 

Wales policy allowed school communities to participate in setting broad policy directions 

relating to curriculum, school plans, budgets and the selection of principals (Department of 

Education, 1995a:7). School councils had been in operation in South Australia for at least 

twenty years back then. They were expected to exercise corporate, advisory, management, 

functional, policy-making, accountability and employment roles’ with varying degrees of 

responsibility, as existing legislation did not give clear directions for their purpose 

(Department of Education, 1995a:7). School boards operated in all Australian Capital 

Territory schools. They had general policy-making functions which included broad 

curriculum policies, with members participating in the selection of principals. Tasmanian 

school communities made decisions regarding planning and review, either through school 

councils or interim councils, with a new Education Act (1994) providing councils with 

specific functions and powers (Department of Education, 1995a:7). Cuttance and Hill 

claim, however, that Tasmania was a ‘ more recent adopter of self-managing schools’, in 

line with its Directions for Education statement. It gave schools more authority and 

flexibility in decision-making, but responsibility for achieving ‘mandatory learning 

outcomes’ (Cuttance and Hill, 1999:238). At least eighty per cent of schools in the 

Northern Territory operated then with school councils which had far-reaching functions.  

These included: discussing educational policy and the needs of the community; buildings 

and grounds; job descriptions for staff, including the principal, and fundraising.  More 

remote Aboriginal schools in the Northern Territory operated through advisory bodies. In 

the late 1990s, schools there became increasingly self-managed and included ‘staff 
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recruitment and development, financial planning and program evaluation’, as well as 

student assessment (Cuttance and Hill, 1999:238). Western Australia back then had no 

specific legislation regarding school councils or school boards, with some School 

Decision-Making Groups (SDMG) operating with limited responsibilities (Department of 

Education, 1995a:7-8). Cuttance and Hill claim that schools there have ‘considerable scope 

for local decision-making, with plans to progressively extend local decision-making to 

human resources administration (Cuttance and Hill, 1999:238). 

 

Apart from Victoria’s reforms, Queensland’s Leading Schools initiatives were ‘the most 

far reaching systemic reforms’ planned for Australian education according to Cuttance and 

Hill (1999:238). Citing (Newmann and Wehlage, 1995), they claim that these initiatives 

were based on a ‘significant American research into successfully restructured schools’ 

(Cuttance and Hill, 1999:239).  However, they also claim: ‘In common with Victoria, the 

Queensland reforms entail a re-negotiation of roles and relationships among schools, their 

communities and education bureaucracies’ (Cuttance and Hill, 1999:240). Furthermore, 

these reforms are structured around an ‘educational vision’, which according to them, is a 

significant departure ‘from most existing models’ (Cuttance and Hill, 1999:240).  

 

Subsequent changes to Education Queensland’s policy directives indicate that all schools, 

both large and small, could participate in this program. Decentralizing measures included 

the election of school councils, local control of finances, staffing decisions and the 

appointment of principals. However, with a change from the National-Liberal Coalition 

government to Labor in June 1998, the Leading Schools  program was put on hold until a 

review on funding mechanisms had taken place. The reforms became further debated and 

diluted and in 1999, yet again, Education Queensland documents on school-based 
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management were distributed to all schools, in the form of the document, Implementation 

of Future Directions for School Based Management in Queensland state schools (Lingard 

and Ladwig, 2001:122).200  

 

The revised program was to be installed mid-1999. In a more recent publication entitled: 

Queensland State Education 2010, the Queensland Labor Government outlined some of 

its long-term strategies to promote `The Smart State’. It referred to the possibilities for all 

schools to develop their own `distinctive approaches within the School-based Management 

policy framework’ (Department of Education, 2001:19). Community partnerships between 

parents, business, and other community and government services were reinforced in this 

document. Furthermore, it states: `In particular, partnerships with parents, through school 

councils and other models for involving parents, will be encouraged’ (Department of 

Education, 2001:19).  

 

However, Lingard and Ladwig et al. (2001:125) describe how Queensland’s schools 

operate at different levels ‘within school-based management models, but within a less 

tumultuous environment’. They claim that the successful adoption of the different models 

depends upon the ‘specific history, structure and culture of those systems, including the 

history of devolutionary moves’ (Lingard and Ladwig, 2001: 124-124). But in spite of all 

these attempts at devolution, now they claim that there appears to be an ‘increased 

recognition that the quality of teachers and pedagogy are central to effective school reform 

(2001:125). Nonetheless, these were the circumstances in which the push for parent and 

community participation in schools emerged. We can also see across a forty-year period, 

                                                 
200 Also see Lingard et al. (1999) for an account of Queensland’s devolution initiatives and 
policy developments. 
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from the 1950s to the late 1990s, that governmental rationalities are inclusive of various 

groups that share objectives similar to those of the state.  

 

A partnership between school and community in Queensland was cemented by the 

education bureaucracy through an Education Act in 1964, when new statutory provision 

was given to Parents' and Citizens' Associations (Department of Education, 1994). As a  

resource, forty years later the statewide P&C networks can be seen in de-politicising 

philanthropic terms (Donzelot, 1979), as they work towards common goals, in an 

atmosphere of ‘inclusion’ rather than exclusion, with governments. Worth noting, in 

particular, is how Queensland’s Education Department now structurally includes many 

diverse 'third sector' groups within its bureaucratic administration. Parent groups, with 

which the Department of Education201 interacted on a regular basis in 1995 include: The 

Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association (ICPA), Queensland Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Education Consultative Committee (QATSIECC), Specific Educational 

Learning Difficulties Organization (SPELD), Queensland  Parents of Persons with a 

Disability (QPPD), Ethnic Communities Council (ECC) and Women’s Non-English 

Speaking Background (WNESB). 

 

Parents continue to resource student needs, which have been identified through liaison 

between teachers, other parents and the school principal. Within ongoing moves towards 

decentralization of decision-making, Education Queensland now encourages schools to 

                                                 
201 The Department of Education (Ref. No: CO 2/95) sought applications for a Parent 
Information and Liaison Officer to participate in and support these groups which formed part of 
the State Parent Forum (1995). This forum consisted of state-wide parent networks and 
departmental officers for the purposes of promoting consultation and co-operation and various 
policy issues. The Regional and Community Relations Unit of the Department of Education also 
held a Community Participation Conference in July 1995b, where high ranking administrative 
personnel joined with other community building experts and parent representatives to inform 
about the community participation initiatives, as well as be informed.  
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adopt a ‘global budget concept’, whereby the school and P&C Association can pool their 

available funds to benefit student learning outcomes more effectively (Parent Talk, 

2001:9). But rather than imposing directives upon parents, the Education Department 

utilizes them as an available resource, or as ‘partners in power’ (Schofield, 2002:665) for 

mutual benefit. 202

 

Government has a pragmatic use for ‘romantic’ critique. Promoting parents as a source of 

critical wisdom and inciting their desires for autonomy, they become  motivated to become 

more involved in educational issues, as they are encouraged to be ‘critics’. Parents are part 

of this process of government through their constant scrutiny, as Shaping the Future 

(1994) suggests. In that document, Queensland’s Education Department acknowledged the 

role that parents play in education.  From our historical viewpoint, it becomes clearer that 

the increasing levels of education across the broader population, particularly for women, 

also brings an increase in the upward socio-economic mobility of mothers who, as 

Donzelot suggests, have become 'agents’ of government. As agents they too demand more 

choice so that their offspring can attain the best education that they, the parents, can afford. 

Government responds to parent bodies,203 as they have become part of the network of 

government via their critique (Burchell, 1996; Foucault, 1991; Hindess and Dean,1998; 

Rose, 1996a,b,  1999). As Graham Burchell (1981:76) succinctly argues: 

In what is only an apparent paradox, the decline of the family as model for 
institutional relations and practices opens up new forms of institutional 
intervention in the family - in order to support it. This is what I have termed 
therapeutic familialism.  It is through this network that the social worker finds a 
place, attempting, with the aid of a range of supple interventionary and 
supportive devices of adjustment, to hold the ring as a delicate engineer of the 
'social/personal' (Burchell, 1981:76).  

 

                                                 
202 Marinetto (2003:113) highlights that, as a response to ‘the perceived failure’ of past 
centralized government initiatives, a shift occurred in Great Britain during the late 1980s towards 
more inclusive, local  ‘partnership’ models of government.    
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Of course, this ‘liberal’ governmental adaptability of the critical discourse does change 

our view of it, and forces us to re-examine its role. It should come as no surprise either, 

that as we increase our demands for individual autonomy, as the AR discourse 

advocates, we could expect less government interference or assistance.  

 

Caldwell  (2003a:1-2), a decade after his work: Decentralising The Management of 

Australia's Schools (1993), reiterates these concerns.204 He proclaims that there are 

some disturbing trends currently occurring in four areas, mainly within the government 

schooling sector.  These concerns include the mass exodus of students from government 

schools, with a corresponding rapid increases in student enrolments in the non-

government secondary sector. They also include the level of disparity in educational 

outcomes between girls and boys, the urban and rural schooling sectors, indigenous and 

non-indigenous students, and between students from higher and lower socio-economic 

backgrounds. Caldwell also states that these disparities are ‘wider in Australia than in 

most other nations’. This is perceived as a setback in attaining education ministerial 

goals for the 21st century, which were to ‘safeguard the entitlement of all young people 

to high quality schooling’ (MCEETYA, 2000). Other concerns of Caldwell’s related to 

the ‘feared meltdown’ of the teaching profession and the ‘literal crumbling of school 

buildings in many communities’ (Caldwell, 2003b:1-2). 

 

Indeed, these are concerns. Nonetheless, in terms of the current role of the school and 

the family within the educational bureaucracy, how did this shift in governance occur? 

How do we account for the bureaucratic success of AR’s ‘anti-bureaucratic’ discourse? 

                                                                                                                                               
203 Shaping the Future, Department of Education (1994: 562). 
204 See also Slattery's (2003) article, 'Australia's Best Schools', where Brian Caldwell proclaims 
'evidence of decay in Australian schooling'. Caldwell also states that public-private partnerships 
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For instance, what are the parallels between disconnecting government from central 

bureaucratic means to local school decision-making, in light of ‘new managerialism’? 

 

4.4 Government and New Managerialism 

As we have seen (time and again), the new managerialist discourse has an anti-

bureaucratic stance which includes the flattening of hierarchical structures (Caldwell, 

1993), and an endeavour towards the autonomizing of individuals. We now have the 

situation where the requirement for expertise appears to have been almost pushed out of 

the main workplace arena. As Thrupp and Willmott (2003) articulate, what frustrates 

them mostly about current education management literature is:  

that more energy has not gone into thinking about this problem [of]…how those 
who lead and manage schools might work against, rather than support, 
managerialism’ (Thrupp and Willmott, 2003:239).  
 
 

Within the explosion of organizational change and human resource management 

literature over past decades, which Zorn et al. (2000) succinctly capture in their article 

entitled: ‘Nuts About Change’, there is an emphasis upon individual empowerment as a 

means of increasing organizational performance.205 Commenting upon institutional 

governance, and the contemporary enthusiasm for ongoing reform, Paul du Gay (2000) 

explains: 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                               
are necessary to raise further funds for public schools, as well as improving their efficiency and 
community support.  
205 In Employee-Centered Management: a strategy for high commitment and involvement, 
Schuster (1998) discusses how the increased levels of education across the workforce has 
produced a more informed, critical, but increasingly cynical mass of employees. However, he 
states that by paying more attention to employees, the profitability of the organisation could 
increase. See also: Managing for Results 2002, where Abramson and Kamensky, eds. (2001) 
offer practical innovative approaches for organizations to adopt as a means to increase worker 
performance. The overall goal is to produce better results and accountability to stakeholders.  
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Because public sector organizations have come to epitomize 'bureaucracy' 
understood as a portmanteau term for the defects of large organizations, it seems 
hardly surprising that a large degree of agreement has been achieved concerning 
the perceived need for their reform and modernization. Indeed, not only has the 
idea that public sector organizations need reforming gained a somewhat axiomatic 
status, there is also extensive, though by no means complete, agreement on the 
nature and direction of the required change (du Gay, 2000:82). 

 

In his chapter, ‘Mobilizing an Organization’, Peter Skat-Rordam (1999:133) outlines 

some typical strategies206 used by consultants within educational bureaucracies during 

the 1990s. They consist of developing capabilities for handling opportunities, 

empowering employees, and promoting team work.  

 

However, appearances can be deceptive.  Back in the early 1970s, many within the field 

of education administration such as W.G. Walker207 were driven to find the 

administration theory which would attain the best results.  Walker (1970), a Professor at 

the University of New England in Armidale during the 1960s, was instrumental in 

installing post-graduate offerings in educational administration at that university, along 

with several other of his colleagues.208 He describes how, even then, increased interest 

in educational theory and practice was ‘extraordinary’, as it seems today. Walker 

(1970:88) discusses school management objectives at that time in terms of “oughts” and 

“is’s”.  He refers to seeing the stark realities of running an organization from where it is 

as the starting point, then finding ways to reach its ideals or projections for the future. 

Walker’s discussions were mainly aimed at school managers, and included such topics 

                                                 
206 Skat-Rordam (1999:133) states that this domain of mobilizing an organization in ways which 
promote change and learning, and access ‘creativity’ is the domain of behavioural experts and 
psychologists. He suggests that the methods prescribed by himself are not ‘scientifically’ based.     
207 During the 1960s, W.G. Walker was also the foundation editor of the Journal of Educational 
Administration. 
208 Some of Walker’s colleagues who worked at the Armidale Teachers’ College in N.S.W. 
included: G.W. Bassett, who later became Professor and Dean of the Faculty of Education at 
the University of Queensland, and Mr. G.W. Muir who later became the New South Wales 
Director of Teacher Education. 
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as ‘decentralization’, ‘democratic administration’, ‘teacher participation in decision-

making’ and professional ethics for headmasters. 

 

For instance, as a means to overcome what appears, yet again, as 'rankism', the powerful 

authority of managers, particularly within the evaluation processes of an organisation, 

and to engage those who are most affected by these evaluations, Guba and Lincoln 

(1989) suggest: 

Very often the evaluation “product” is a set of recommendations that suits only 
the purposes of the evaluator and the client, pays little attention to the legitimate 
interests of other stakeholders, displays unconcern for the questions and issues 
raised by other groups, and reflects only one (their own) of the multiple sets of 
values that inhere in the situation. If there is to be a course of action with which 
most stakeholders can agree, it can only be arrived at through negotiation that 
honors the separate sets of values and makes it possible for individuals to find a 
reason to support it, work at it, and feel good about it. If that goal is to be 
achieved, the evaluator must play a larger role by far than simply that of 
technician-gathering-information; instead he or she must be the orchestrator of 
the negotiation process, which in the final analysis is the guts of the evaluation 
(Guba and Lincoln, 1989:10). 

 

The above-mentioned organizational tactic confirms the motivational purpose behind 

government’s adaptation of various forms of critique. The desire to engage individuals 

in events and circumstances which impact upon their lives specifically, reflects the 

‘governmental’ approach. Stakeholders that are affected by the decision-making 

processes of an organisation, or who ‘stand outside the formal organizational lines’, 

such as parents of schoolchildren (p. 198), are encouraged to become more involved and 

part of the process. They state:  

Empowering the powerless is as important as honoring the power of those who 
have it. But the social, political, and cultural norms, mores, practices, and 
conventions are as much contextually shaped as anything else; they cannot be 
understood except through intensive involvement with that context (Guba and 
Lincoln, 1989:201).  
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This ethnographic approach to research, where a ‘participant observer’ from within the 

cultural milieu of the group studied at the time is appealed to, appears as a powerful 

means to understand the experiences of disempowered groups (Guba and Lincoln, 

1989:201; Hanrahan, 1998:315). What is starkly missing, however, are the disciplinary 

techniques and expertise through which this can occur.   

 

So parallels can be drawn between new managerialism, the disconnecting of 

government from central bureaucratic management to local school decision-making 

bodies, and AR. AR is an intellectual sub-movement that combines a ‘participatory’ 

research methodology with a long-standing discourse of social-moral critique about 

bureaucracies. Drawing on the same discourse, we can now place AR alongside modern 

public management strategies.  

 

For instance, famously, Peters and Waterman (1984) discuss how successful American 

corporate companies tapped the motivations and aspirations of their employees via their 

autonomous, entrepreneurial spirit as a way of increasing innovation and productivity. 

This management method replaced the so-called 'rational' model. Ever more famously, 

Osborne and Gaebler (1992) also describe how entrepreneurial governance emerged 

within local governmental institutions, as a means to cope with fiscal restraints, the 

complexities of technology and increased knowledge during the early 1990s. Separating 

'steering', or decision-making in governance, from 'rowing', its implementation 

(Osborne and Gaebler, 1992:34), a so-called decentralized method was introduced to 

increase effectiveness and productivity by removing the constraints and boundaries of 

bureaucracy. This management method replaced what they termed 'the bankruptcy of 

bureaucracy' model (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992:12), which served well in 
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consolidating public institutions previously. Supposedly, however, this centralized form 

of governance lost its relevance in times of 'complex and rapidly changing conditions' in 

the latter part of the twentieth century. Furthermore, the private organization's 

‘ownership’ ethos was applied to public servants. For instance, Osborne and Gaebler 

describe how this system can be applied: 

The planning department officials assigned to work on the [affordable housing] 
project gave up their summer vacations to bring it in on time. But they didn't 
mind. "We've got one of the most exciting jobs in the city," one of them said. 
It’s like owning your own business - you spend the amount of time necessary to 
get the job done." (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992:5).     
 
 

This 'entrepreneurial' employment model, however, rings certain bells of caution. 

Appearing initially in this 'non-hierarchical' guise, this temporary anomaly is corrected 

to reveal some negative consequences, such as possible employee 'exploitation' and 

'burnout',209 particularly for those 'casual' underlings.  

 

Martinez Lucio and MacKenzie (2004) describe some contradictions and ironies 

associated with flexible organisational practices, particularly issues surrounding 

regulations and ‘boundaries’. They suggest that there is the need to understand how 

various historical legacies have shaped the ‘capacities of actors’. The situation remains 

in the twenty-first century, that this form of entrepreneurial governance actually 

promotes inequity and destabilisation, rather than the opposite.210 In playing down its 

need for bureaucratic instruments (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992:34), does entrepreneurial 

                                                 
209  At one of my first introductions to a QUT research staff manager, I was warned of the high 
rate of Research Assistant 'burnout' that had occurred previously. Claiming at the time that 'this 
wouldn't  happen to me, but thanks for the warning', I now realize that my consequent 'burnout' 
was the result of this 'favoured' style of 'entrepreneurial' employment, operating at that time and 
generating momentum since. 
210 Some individual managers or CEOs appear ultimately to reap the remuneration, but at the 
expense of the community of stakeholders.  
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governance also include 'creative accounting', which apparently was a key factor in the 

recent economic collapse of giant corporations, in this country and abroad? 

 

Be that as it may, back in the 1960s, various management theories similar to those 

mentioned above, were discussed by Walker (1970). It seems that he was influential 

within school management procedures, and drew upon authors such as C. Argyris 

(1959)211 and E.G.Guba (1960). These organisational management commentators212 

continue to be very influential in school management literature nearly half a century 

later, and across many countries.213 They are a constant reference for those in the field 

of organisational management, more generally. This includes campaigning for active 

participation in decision-making by workers within an organisation.  

 

For instance, in the ‘post’-corporate world of behavioural management in the new 

millennium, Limerick, Cunnington and Crowther (2002) suggest that a shift in 

perspective on organisational commitment is required. Using the theme, ‘from 

management to the participant’, they now suggest, ‘how to manage the organisation – 

from the point of view of the individual joining it’ (Limerick et al., 2002:241). Even in 

the ‘impermanent world of the collaborative individual’, they furthermore suggest that 

‘the individual can manage organisational systems of action so that they support 

lifestream issues and objectives and social processes’ (Limerick et al., 2002:241). 

According to the above suggestions, it appears that managers and their expertise are no 

longer perceived as important, or even necessary. This also accounts for the otherwise 

                                                 
211 See also: Argyris (1957, 1970, 1973). 
212Argyris now publishes with Donald Schön,212 (Argyris and Schön, 1974; 1978; 1996), and E. 
G. Guba continues his work in the field with Y.S. Lincoln (Guba and Lincoln, 1989;1993). 
213 See ‘Compile knowledge’, Chapter 5.6 in Skat-Rordam’s (1999) Changing Strategic 
Direction, Practical Insights into Opportunity Driven Business Development, where Chris Argyris 
(1991) is recommended reading. 
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extraordinary social ambitions of an academic discipline such as AR, and for its 

aspiration to lodge itself in the ‘community’.214 This feature is what makes it attractive 

to government agencies, however, in the era of new managerialism.  

 

4.5 AR: Public/private social governance  

So how should AR be understood within the context of contemporary educational 

theory and policy? Rather than perceiving governments in terms of political or moral 

undertakings, we can see that government actually attaches itself in a more neutral 

manner to the desires of those within its reach. Directives for better socio-economic 

conditions are appealed to in terms of mutual benefits for the governed, as well as the 

governors.  

 

AR and PAR have become typical contemporary forms of social governance, 

characterised by self-reflective ‘critique’ and its aspirationally driven, inclusive 

‘participatory’ stance. They have become part of our contemporary governmental 

techniques to help bridge the hybrid of public/private zones which education has now 

become. AR methodology, it seems, is an example of how Western liberal democratic 

government now operates. It operates through such quasi-democratic themes of less 

domination to mobilize people into their own self-management, drawing on their own 

aspirations and desire for 'freedom' and 'self-determination'. It links up the wishes of 

individuals with those concerns of population regulation (Marinetto, 2003; Miller and 

Rose, 1990; Schofield, 2002). It draws upon the `liberal’ and `communitarian’ ideals of 

                                                 
214 Grundy (1998:40) draws on the work of Lawrence Stenhouse (1976), whose preference for a 
‘community’ of teachers as researchers as a means to attain professional autonomy, suggests 
however, the need to firstly ‘construct’ ‘legitimate’ and ‘authentic’ research partnerships. But 
finding the means to do so is the real question here.  As the TELSS project suggests, there are 
many variables to consider and overcome.   
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rights to `self-determination’ or less government interference. This pragmatic way to 

govern suggests a synthesising of the governed with the governors.  

 

Rather than imagining that the State or education bureaucracy is all powerful and 

oppressive towards individuals and groups, we can see that this form of liberal 

government actually depends upon, and co-opts their participation to pursue various 

social goals.  It also becomes clear that the AR approach resembles this all-pervasive 

neo-liberal management ethos of government towards, and through, self-management. It 

has the capacity to form the individual for specific governmental practices, and to 

encourage active participation in generating better, overall standards of living.  

 

The main premise is to re-shape individual subjects, but not ostensibly by drawing on 

the usual ‘more authoritarian’ disciplinary models of person formation, or ‘the stick’ 

approach.  Like the ‘psy complex’, ‘the carrot’ approach or an ‘anti’-hierarchical and 

more levelling, ‘non’-expert representation is assumed and promoted to achieve various 

goals. It is not a matter of ‘institutionalisation’ or ‘co-optation’, but of ‘the suitability’ 

of a discourse advocating participation to forms of ‘social’ governance, requiring the 

mobilisation of the governed groups. As we have already seen in Chapter One, AR 

consultants and their discourse have become firmly established within the education 

department’s armoury of social governance across a population. This extends to the 

development and promotion of 'community action', where the community is drawn in to 

the school to respond positively to the problems presented to it, and the public funding 

of 'self-help' projects,215 such as the TELSS project. 

 

                                                 
215 Burchell, (1981:91). 
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However, within our contemporary array of governmental technologies, the placement 

of managerial consultants and AR advocates who are mainly ‘anti-bureaucratic’ has 

meant a widespread promotion of the de-regulation of state institutions. The ‘public’ 

management sector now appears to use ‘private’ sector management strategies as a 

means of promoting organizational flexibility. So now we have public sector 

organizations and educational bureaucracies restructuring themselves in terms of 

individual enterprise and decision-making by a community of stakeholders, as 

Queensland’s decentralization initiatives within schools suggest.    

  

These ever-expanding ‘anti-bureaucratic’ takes on administration, and the promotion of 

increased autonomy, particularly within educational institutions, suggests two things. It 

appears that the historical achievement of attaining social peace by separating out forms of 

‘public administration’ from ‘private moral enthusiasms’, as Hunter (1994) and du Gay 

(1995) remind us, has now been taken for granted by many. This continual aim to abolish 

the bureaucratic procedures and protocols through which more ‘predictable environments’ 

have been and continue to be produced, is a serious oversight by AR commentators and 

many within institutions of government. For instance, Hunter and Meredyth (2001:88) 

argue that: 

many of the moral-philosophical appeals to the emergence of a new cosmopolitan 
democratic consciousness emerging from the rubble of political change actually 
indicate how close we remain to the epoch of civil war and confessional politics 
[of which modern administrative bureaucracies came to manage] (Hunter and 
Meredyth, 2001:88). 

 

Furthermore, if we place emphasis within government upon the autonomous, human 

individual rather than upon the disciplinary techniques and procedures through which 

personal statuses and attributes are acquired for self-governance, how then can we sustain 
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the freedoms of social peace and prosperity216 that we have now come to expect via such 

technologies?  

 

So far, Part II of this thesis has outlined the twin logics of Western European educational 

governance, namely the formation of individual subjects through various self-disciplinary 

techniques for the purposes of improving the welfare of a territory’s population. It has 

described the long history of the intersections of the school and the social, including the 

family and parents, to an Australian exemplification of how these logics have been 

transplanted onto Australian soil. We are left with the issue of how we address the question 

of AR and its role in governance? For instance, if critics are going to form part of 

educational bureaucratic governance, then surely they must have a greater understanding 

of the ‘ethical force’ of the techniques and instruments used, including their own, as well 

as their limitations.   

    

At this point, the thesis now addresses some of ‘the effects’ of recent reforms, where 

education policy directives have been somewhat driven by critique. We will now 

describe that even though AR has the capacity to draw upon aspirations, as well as help 

reinforce the individual’s desires for freedom, and the possibility for individuals to pursue 

their own social destinies, some pastoral techniques and organizational strategies have 

been seriously overlooked in the attempt. We turn now to the TELSS Project to see how 

this ‘anti-bureaucratic’ managerialist take on the school community holds up as a form 

of governance.  

 

 

                                                 
216 Foucault (1991); Fourcade-Gourinchas (2001); Hunter, (1993b, 1994); Hunter and Meredyth 
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4.6 The TELSS Community: object of government and expertise 

Firstly, we can situate the case study historically, by placing what members of QUT’s 

Education Faculty and the school’s original principal were trying to do. The project is 

situated within the context of state and national policy imperatives, including promoting 

school–community involvement and parent participation. Secondly, we need to 

understand this position within the broader history of the role school, family and school 

community, particularly within a longer history of liberal governance and its connection 

to “the social”.  

 

The relationship between the object and target of governmental action in the TELSS 

case was initially Hillsdales’ senior school population, and their accredited skills for 

future employment. Within the project, the learning habits of high school students, their 

assessability, as well as current teaching practices at the high school were the primary 

focus. Teaching, as well as learning was targeted for specific intervention across the 

school and its various networks. Paralleling similar governmental objectives as those of 

the TELSS school community, Schofield discusses his project, using similar language: 

Far from revealing what separates citizens and governments, the focus is on how 
the putative interests of citizens are being made symbiotic in the context of a 
government-sponsored project which is intended to construct the ‘self-sustaining 
community’ (Schofield, 2002:665).  

 

The problems that the TELSS project sought to address, and how they intended to 

approach them, are outlined by Cooper et al. in the following:217

in 1991, the High School decided to develop a senior school curriculum 
framework to review and renew its teaching in years 11 and 12, and to base this 
development on State and Federal documents. It stated that the school had been 
attempting to develop a close relationship with QUT since 1991. It revealed that 
students at QUT had, in the past, worked with the pupils of the school on gifted 

                                                                                                                                               
(2001) van Horn Melton, (1988). 
217 Excerpts from `Beginnings’, Ch1. 
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and talented programs and on diagnosis and remediation projects, and that 
lecturers from QUT had worked with teachers on research and curriculum 
development projects, including a school-based teacher education program 
(Cooper et al.). 
 
 

The educational requirements and workplace futures of the senior student population at 

this particular high school became problematized in 1991. This problematization was 

administratively set out within a School Report. 

 

Within this report, the student population was described in the following manner. This 

school’s population was perceived as unusual, compared with other Queensland high 

schools.  Its year 8 intake was approximately 180 students. But the senior school had a 

year 12 population of around 360 students. It doubled its yearly population from year 10 

to year 12. This student population change across Year 10 to 11 was a particular 

challenge for the high school.  It meant that: `...half the year 11 and 12 pupils were new 

to the school, with many having transferred from other secondary schools...’. Those 

students with poor academic records,218 also increased the work load for teachers at the 

school, particularly those responsible for promoting the best possible futures for senior 

students. It should be noted too, that this particular high school had a diverse student 

background, and an extremely broad academic and vocational subject selection for its 

students. Such was the dedication of the teachers, particularly those of the senior 

students. As in earlier times, the self-management and `occupational futures’ of 

adolescent students were, once again, a prime concern. This initial School Report also 

highlights Burchell’s (1996) point about how government attaches itself to the free 

conduct of governed individuals, as teachers within this setting were given opportunities 

                                                 
218 ibid. 
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to improve or re-form their current teaching practices and circumstances, and thus, the 

learning environments for their students.  

 

The TELSS project is one of the plethora of national post-compulsory schooling reform 

initiatives that emerged during the late 1980s and 1990s. As discussed in Chapter Three, 

during the 1960s and 1970s, separate institutional bodies and agents around the school 

came to be focussed on the educational needs and socio-economic outcomes of high 

school students (Smith, 1991). Firmly established from the mid-1990s onwards, 

Australia’s national `objectives’ for growth and participation in education and training, 

particularly for young people, became problematized in terms of increasing levels of long-

term youth unemployment, and the perceived need for better ‘pathways’ between school, 

training, industry and higher education.  

 

Due to the importance of education in enhancing national resourcefulness, the Australian 

Government, in line with OECD countries which share educational data as a means to 

inform, compare and contrast, committees were set up to look at how education and 

training could be harnessed to improve the country's economic performance (Finn Review 

Committee, 1991; Mayer Committee, 1992; Employment and Skills Formation Council, 

1992). These committees advocated a national strategy to integrate training and 

accreditation structures and competency based educational methods. They paid particular 

attention to the senior years of secondary schooling and recommended convergence 

between academic and vocational courses, in parallel with early twentieth century 

initiatives to prepare students for employment, through building networks between 

school and industry (Meredyth, 1994). However, nearly a century later, the 
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reorganization of industry and education was to accommodate `changing social 

conditions, and shifts in employment patterns’.219

 

Aligned with national and international reports and statements on senior secondary 

schooling,220 during the early 1990s, Queensland's educational priorities and directions 

included forging an interface between industry and business to ascertain requirements 

for future employees, particularly school leavers. The TELSS programme mirrored 

these concerns of the early 1990s. It was based on meeting the needs of the school’s 

population, on the one hand, and trying to accommodate current federal and state reform 

imperatives, on the other.221   

 

To accommodate student and workplace needs, during the 1990s education delivery was 

to focus more on Competency Strands and Essential Learnings, with trends towards 

higher retention rates in Year 12 reopening the debate about balance between general 

and vocational education. With higher retention rates of students at post-compulsory 

level, and increased competition for tertiary places, another effect was that schools were 

now encouraged to seek ways to deliver an appropriate curriculum meeting the needs of 

their diverse student populations (Meredyth, 1994; Smith, 1991).  

 

                                                 
219 Denise Meredyth (1994:141) gives a detailed account of these debates, including works by 
Freeland (1993) and a report by the Senate Standing Committee on Employment, Education 
and Training entitled: Wanted: Our Future (1992).   
220 Australia Reconstructed: ACTU/DC Mission to Western Europe (1987); Skills for Australia, 
1987; In the National Interest - Secondary Education and Youth Policy in Australia, 1987; Young 
People’s Participation in Post-Compulsory Education and Training, 1991; Putting General 
Education to Work, 1992, The Australian Vocational Certificate Training System (1992), and 
Working Nation, 1994. These developments in the Secondary Education sector can also be seen 
within the broader field of the Australian federal education bureaucracy’s reorganisation of 
Australian higher education.  
221 See Managing the Effects of Change in Secondary Education, Department of Education, 
Queensland (1989a), and The corporate vision for senior schooling in Queensland (1989b). 
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Qualifying the frequently reported AR claims that the ‘instrumental’ re-organisation of 

the education bureaucracy at a ‘national’ level, can have a negative impact upon 

teachers’ self-identity at a ‘personal’ level, Symes (1995:265) states:  

It is perhaps ironic that these profound changes have been orchestrated not by 
those educationalists, who have railed long and earnestly for decades about the 
defects in our schools and classrooms, but by union and business interests, with 
the support of government, concerned to make schooling and education more 
accountable to economic need (Symes, 1995:265). 

 
 
So once again, we note the multifarious inside and outside influences, techniques and 

circular arguments used to uplift the socio-economic outlook for members of a population, 

especially those who find themselves located within the 'tutelary' arrangements, forged 

across time, between the school and the family.  

 

Combined with `academic’ subjects, a broader and more vocationally oriented 

curriculum had already been installed in most secondary schools to meet the diverse 

needs of students. For instance, back in the early 1980s, Connell et al. (1982) suggested 

the need for schools to reflect working class experiences and positive capabilities, rather 

than accommodate the so-called middle class `academic’ curriculum. Teachers in 

Queensland were to take on greater responsibility for curriculum development suited to 

the needs of these students.222 However, this had already occurred in the late 1970s; yet 

again, in the 1990s, school personnel were urged to meet the local needs of their 

schools. This resulted in `employment related education [being] integrated into the 

school system’ (Harrington, 1994:168) in Queensland, paralleling similar curriculum 

reform movements of the 1960s in the UK (Elliott, 1991:5). 

 

                                                 
222 Within the TELSS project, Sandra Harrington, in her role as Senior School Co-ordinator at 
Hillsdale, was responsible for offering a diverse and meaningful curriculum to accommodate 
less academically inclined students in her charge.  
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Along with work placements for senior students, other suggestions included the 

assessment of Key Competencies for all students. This left educational institutions with 

the major difficulty of how to translate and communicate these policy concerns and issues 

to people at the chalkface.  It also placed pressure on teachers in the senior years to 

remodel teaching content, styles and strategies. At this point, however, let us recall how 

the school community is commonly promoted in 'political' terms, as an essential unity or 

entity of `self-determining’ individuals and groups who can reform the schooling system.  

 

As we noted in Chapter One, the usual way to perceive the school community is as a 

ready-made, `self-governing’, homogenous group of ethical citizens who, by virtue of 

their innate rationality and faith or goodwill, are capable of reforming the schooling 

system at a systems level.  In other words, the community could run itself to produce 

more equitable, socially just and democratic outcomes via a political community (Rizvi, 

1991; 1994). Attributes required for participation were perceived by some critics and some 

action researchers to be automatically available and universally distributed (Rizvi and 

Kemmis 1987; McTaggart 1988; McTaggart, 1991; Rizvi, 1994; Kemmis and Wilkinson, 

1998).  

 

However, as already suggested in Chapter Three, government operates via available 

means: `...to link calculations at one place with action at another, not through the direct 

imposition of a form of conduct by force, but through a delicate affiliation of a loose 

assemblage of agents and agencies into a functioning network’ (Miller and Rose, 

1990:10).  We now suggest that the community is a term used to explain those loosely 

formed networks across `..a number of institutions, “public” and “private” organizations, 
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practices and regulatory mechanisms...’ (Burchell, 1981:8), which generate what can be 

perceived as 'a sense of community’. In light of Hunter’s (1994) and Smith’s (1991) 

historical descriptions of the `school community’ in the previous chapter, we can now 

situate it as a `social technology’ of government. Within current strategies, it is 

appropriate then to claim that the bureaucracy is actually co-opting members of the 

community to join in the huge and complex task of educating a population. The TELSS 

school community can be perceived in contemporary terms of how federal and state 

funded institutions now direct human behaviour for specific purposes, by drawing upon 

`the participation of the governed in the formulation' (Foucault, 1997:77) of the targets to 

be reached. Not only can we interpret the school community as a key `object and 

resource’ of government, as Rose (1996b:119) suggests.  Government now occurs via 

`the self and its interrelations’. Individual behaviour became the object of knowledge and 

administration, but in terms of drawing upon a host of `unconnected and mostly ad hoc 

administrative sites’, rather than in terms of containing any `essential unity’. 

 

The other side of this process of governing then consists of drawing upon governmental 

allies in terms of parents’ and guardians’ individual aspirations (Donzelot, 1979; 1997; 

Smith, 1991). This includes their desires and hopes for their adolescent students, as well 

as their own social selves. As already stated, within this setting, the family becomes both 

an instrument for gauging the condition of the population (Foucault 1991:100), and the 

means of increasing its life chances (Donzelot, 1979). In other words, the autonomy and 

responsibilities of the family are promoted (Donzelot, 1979;1997), whilst co-opting and 

transforming existing roles and conditions within it. The ultimate goals of state and family 

then become complementary. To achieve mutual goals in this instance, the family and the 

school, as in so many similar exercises, were drawn together in an endeavour to inform 
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and re-form both. Let us take a look at the mix of personnel involved and how parents 

were invited to become more involved. 

 

4.7 The TELSS Community as ‘subjects’ of government via expertise 

As stated in Chapter Two, initially the subjects were the teachers and students in years 

11 and 12 at Hillsdale State High School, along with the administrators of the school 

and the parents of the students.223 Teachers, parents, students and other agents of expertise 

came to be attached to `the school community’, within this particular governmental 

problematization (Donzelot, 1979; Hunter, 1994; Smith, 1991) through relations of 

‘mutual obligation’ and interest (Rose, 1996a). The participation of those to be governed 

was initiated through seeking out the parents', teachers' and students' needs, aspirations and 

desires. Cooper et al. claimed: `Whilst the project focused on research issues in senior 

schooling, the entire school population was surveyed because it was thought that 

concerns in the post-compulsory years could not be analysed in a vacuum’. This meant 

bringing together participants from three distinct governmental domains, namely the 

school, the family and the university.  

 

In parallel with nineteenth and early twentieth century interventions into the family 

(Donzelot, 1979, 1997), parents were further encouraged to be concerned for their student's 

educational outcomes, and co-opted to take more interest in schools, generally. However, 

the participation of parents was solicited here, not as a means of actually running the 

school, but as a means of drawing them into the school’s domain in such a way as to 

render them a `captive audience’. Modifying the actions, attitudes and behaviours of 

those within the school’s reach, in terms of current problematizations, was the main 

                                                 
223 Cooper et al., ’Beginnings’ Ch1. 
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goal. Parents were supposed to be motivated by educational institutions to, in turn, 

motivate their family members towards better scholastic achievement, whilst 

simultaneously being informed of family concerns and conditions.  

 

As in Donzelot’s (1979) and Smith’s (1991) accounts of the role of the family within 

government, and the aspirations they are encouraged to hold for their students’ well-

being, parents were bolstered to broaden their educational expectations and update their 

knowledge about the different educational pathways and career opportunities that were 

hopefully becoming available to students. These were different from the past. So rather 

than setting family goals and aspirations towards university entrance, other worthwhile 

vocational futures were promoted through the TAFE network. These objectives were 

seen to mutually benefit the family, their offspring, and ultimately, the nation-state.  

 

4.8 Further experts and allies of government 

Paul du Gay's (2000) account of government's reliance upon bureaucratic organization, 

as well as the plurality of ethical positions held by various subjects at any one time was 

reflected in the TELSS project. Amongst the ‘partners’ relevant to the parent project 

were the school’s administration, school support staff, the adjacent university 

researchers, including high status personnel from three different curriculum areas within 

the Education Faculty and one research centre, with work loads to match. Each 

academic correspondingly worked with each of the four research assistants (which 

became two over time). At this particular time, the schooling network also included 

critical commentators, who sometimes became educational consultants, AR consultants 

and advocates, various parent bodies around the state, and Department of Education 

personnel. These personnel were situated in district and regional offices throughout the 
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metropolitan area and beyond. However, some of the main links within the school/ family 

nexus, apart from myself, were Parent Development Officers and later, a Parent Liaison 

Officer.   

 

It is worth noting just how closely government departments are now connecting up with 

their various allies. In this case, well established parent networks such as the QCPCA 

held regular meetings and yearly conferences. The then Education Minister, and the state’s 

Premier were invited to be guest speakers at these conferences in 1993 and 1994, 

respectively. Parent delegates and interested parties were brought together at these 

gatherings from different regions across the state. This parent network then filtered 

information down to the local school’s P& C committee meetings. QCPCA’s official 

journal, School Talk, captures this relay between the `pedagogical family’ and the 

`community school’ (Hunter, 1994:129).  

 

The `school-family settlement [which was renewed] under the changed circumstances of 

comprehensive schooling’ (Hunter, 1994:127) is starkly recognizable throughout this 

quarterly magazine. On Page 3 of the May 1994 edition, there is a photo of the Minister for 

Education having morning tea with QCPCA’s Executive Members.  On the same page, 

there is another photo of Executive Members joined by their Council President, helping 

staff to mail out policy changes to `all schools’. Other informative articles to be dispersed 

across all school communities included: `Effective Learning and Teaching… The Five 

Principles’ (p.9), and: `Enhancing Parent Involvement – Toowoomba State High’s 

Executive Officer’, (p.21).  
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Over time, other significant personnel within the TELSS parent project included: the 

Acting Executive Director of one of the metropolitan regions, the Principal Policy Officer 

of Regional and Community Relations, Parent Development Officers and the Parent 

Information and Liaison Officer. Other accomplices included a Senior Lecturer in the area 

of the School Community Liaison at QUT’s Cultural and Policy Studies Department, 

education consultants from the Institute of Workplace Training and Development, the 

Brisbane Industry Education and of course, peak parent bodies such as the QCPCA. 

 

Another effect of the need for diversity in curriculum content, and policy and parental 

concerns about high youth unemployment, was that schools formed alliances with 

business and commerce. Securing the diverse goals of education within such changing 

circumstances, and within limited resources and finite budgets is not so simple. The 

challenge of trying to interpret or anticipate the demands of the workplace, which is a 

complex task, was addressed by also trying to create new job networks. Workplaces 

were trying to make stronger links with the high school and the university. This is no 

uncomplicated matter either. The workplace included business organizations and their 

various leaders, with varying degrees and levels of competency within these structures 

also.  

 

At the local school level, we can note some of the agencies associated with student 

education and the workplace. For instance, the Brisbane Industry Education Network 

consisted of a database which offered Industry Placements for students from various high 

schools in different vocational areas. Other educational agents and networks at that 

particular time, included the Valley School Support Centre, the National Metal Industry 

Training Board, MIM Holdings Ltd., the ACTU Queensland office, Group Training 
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Australia (Qld and NT), and DEET representatives to name but a few, most of which were 

located in the local Brisbane area. So across this social space, we have the competing 

demands from the Universities, the TAFE system, both government and non-government 

schools, not to mention the pluralist values and views of education (as noted by our 

cultural critics), AR advocates, peak parent bodies, and the parents at this particular school. 

The TELSS school community can be seen in terms of interpellating as many ‘subjects’ as 

possible, and drawing upon many allies and experts both within and outside the perimeter 

of the school.  

 

Finding the best ways to implement schooling reforms, however, meant interpellating 

those within the school’s networks by drawing upon all existing or and available 

networks of expertise, and setting up new communication devices across the entire 

school and its social outreach. We will now outline some of the existing networks which 

were drawn upon, then move on to show how these new links were ‘bureaucratically’ 

and expertly formed. 

 

4.9 Maximizing life `bureaucratically’ 

Expert/consultants who are sometimes employed to aid the policy process within the 

educational bureaucracy are frequently dismissive of bureaucratic organization (Kemmis 

and Wilkinson, 1998; McTaggart 1988, 1991). Concerns about how schools operate have 

generated many ‘anti-bureaucratic’ and ‘anti-hierarchical’ structural changes over time, 

particularly within the school itself.  So even though AR appears as a humanized ‘low 

key’ approach towards self-management, some commentators seem to want to draw 

upon metaphysical forces to activate the approach. For instance, within McTaggart’s 

descriptive account of the numerous interpretations of AR, as either ‘practical’, 
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‘technical’ or ‘emancipatory’ (McTaggart, 1991:27-30) or a combination of them,224 

there is little actual detail about the technical means required to bring about the desired 

changes. The widespread conviction regarding the ‘contaminating’ effects of the 

‘technicist’ approach to social reform initiatives seems to have encouraged the adoption 

of AR as a form of personal emancipation and transformation.   

 

However, instead of engaging with the usual versions of democratic political thought, 

particularly the ‘communitarian’ elements feeding into critical education, as discussed 

in Chapter One, I will now show why this ‘governmental’ model of ‘perpetually’ and 

‘productively failing government’ differs from those accounts. 

 

Before this school and its community could become mobilized and able to participate, 

albeit in a limited form, it had to be located and built. It became necessary to build up a 

picture or grid of `the school’ beforehand, using the instruments that were available at 

the time. The Teacher, Student and Parent surveys became the initial means of gaining 

such knowledge, whilst simultaneously interpellating those within the school’s 

networks. Initially ongoing decisions at QUT meetings had to be made about how to 

construct the three surveys. In terms of the AR process of collecting data before acting 

upon it (otherwise interpreted as the relationship between expert knowledge and the 

subsequent power to act), a plan was formulated by the Management Committee. The 

major task initially set was to gather data from as many subjects as possible within the 

domain of the school.  

 

                                                 
224 Watters et al. (1998:258) defined their AR project as moving through each of these three 
types of AR. 
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Accordingly, the objectives of the TELSS collaborative project had to be outlined and 

distributed to those whom it affected most, the members of the school’s staff. Engaging 

and mobilizing the school’s teaching staff was the first step. But rather than imposing 

these directives upon teachers as an edict, or as a ‘top-down’ approach, these initiatives 

took the form of a capillary action across the whole school. Teachers were invited to 

participate in an AR project, with students and parents to follow. 

 

Before any information about this school’s population could be gathered, drafts of the 

surveys were constructed, before finally meeting the approval of the school’s senior 

staff and QUT’s academic staff. Multiple drafts shuffled between the senior school and 

university staff members for comments, before settling on the fourth and final draft.  

 

The school’s standard system for upgrading teachers’ professional knowledge on a regular 

basis, including the inauguration of new school procedures, was adopted. An already 

established administrative locale, the regular staff meetings held in the school’s library, 

was used as a means to engage as many teachers as possible, in the hope that they would 

participate in the project. 

 

Besides working on the survey as the main means of ascertaining the demographics and 

levels of commitment of the school community at this particular school, I attended the July 

Parents’ and Citizens’ (P & C) meeting. Only five parents were present. They were 

outnumbered by two committee members, four administration staff, and four community 

speakers.  However, the August P & C meeting had been set aside to debate `student 

assessments’ in the light of the `key competencies’ initiatives. The school’s Principal 

appealed to all parents to participate in this debate.       
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In an effort to further expand knowledge in this area of community participation, I sought 

out expert knowledge from a range of related agencies of social government. These 

included the Community Liaison Officer at Queensland's Education Department, 

relevant academic staff within QUT's Education Faculty and computer training services, 

the Valley School Support Centre, and senior members of the QCPCA. As many 

meetings, functions and awareness raising activities as possible were attended. The 

school’s Open Day in July was the first place to inform interested parents about the project. 

The Learning Assistance Programme (LAP) tutors’ meeting in August was another 

opportunity to meet and contact interested parents and citizens. After seeking out relevant 

information and help from many sources, and after the Teacher’s and the Student’s 

questionnaires had been finalized, the Parent questionnaire was finally printed and 

distributed through the Homegroups. The only avenues for communicating with parents 

at the time, were the weekly newsletter and the students’ Homegroup meetings.  

 

The Non-English Speaking Background ‘community’,225 and members of the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Committee were officially recognized within the school’s 

organizational structures. Although these groups were approached on several occasions 

through their co-ordinators, as a means of informing them about the TELSS project 

generally, and the parent survey more specifically, there was minimal response from 

them. The project’s failed attempts to include them, and reporting so in a conference 

paper seemed to incur the opposite effect from that advanced by some critical educational 

commentators. So constructing a community and achieving parent participation, 

                                                 
225  No ‘single’ community of NESB students or families existed at the school, as the Student 
Survey results outlined in Ch2 indicate.    
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particularly by minority groups in this school, was becoming quite an undertaking. Once 

more, we see that the usual pronouncements that educational outcomes can 

automatically be enhanced by a democratic community of engaged citizens actually 

miss the point. Of course, it could be stated that the goal is still important: TELSS was 

just a really hampered effort at the outset.  However, the point of explaining the 

outcomes of this project is to say that this was life at that particular time, with its 

‘available’ technologies, personnel, imperfections and fragilities, which governments 

actually set out to manage, sometimes successfully and sometimes not so successfully.  

 

In the first instance, finding the most fruitful way to distribute the surveys, and ensuring 

that each and every person received one, required extensive negotiation and 

organization across various staff members, both at the school and the university. 

Although the Parent/guardian Survey required the same amount of time to construct as the 

others, it required considerably more time and effort in its distribution and collection, than 

did the others. The Teacher’s Survey was distributed and completed during a staff 

meeting. The Student’s Survey was administered during class time. Already existing 

bureaucratic structures were in place for those groups within the school. However, for the 

parents no such easy avenue had existed to include all of them. These avenues actually 

had to be located first, then communicated to as many persons as possible. Parents and 

guardians were 'just out there’, an unknown quantity.  

 

However, it becomes obvious from this discussion so far, that hierarchised, technical, 

bureaucratic knowledge was relied upon in order to operate and locate, in effect to 

invent, the school community which was initially ‘non-existent’. In the beginning, it is a 
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statistical paper construction. So although it took just over four months to complete the 

above tasks, this was the beginning of an arduous task of drawing the disparate aspects of 

this school community closer together, for the purposes of enlisting and enticing parents 

to assist the school to meet the objectives set by the Queensland Education Department, 

and the federal government initiatives. 

 

Even after endless efforts to locate the school community and encourage participation, the 

real difficulties were not evident until the Parent Surveys were gathered. We then realized 

how difficult it was to map the school community. As previously mentioned, at that 

particular time the school’s administration did not know exactly how many family 

groupings there were attached to the school. Some administrative staff calculated the total 

to be more like 900 families. Not knowing the exact number, we then had to average out 

the number to approximately 800 family sets. The school had no profile of the families’ 

demographic details either.  

 

So, contrary to AR advocates' assumptions of a pre-given school community which can 

be readily accessed and mobilized, this situation highlights the relationship between 

bureaucratic devices for gathering certain knowledges, and gaining the ability to 

intervene or act upon them. Here is an instance of how intellectual technologies such as 

the Parent Survey became the initial means to locate and `organize the parent body in 

relation to this programme of social intervention. What needs more appreciation than it 

receives is the work of the educational bureaucracy and its agents and allies in trying to 

create and locate the school community through its policy objectives and mechanisms. 
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All of the abovementioned procedures were mainly administrative and bureaucratic. Staff 

involved from both institutions relied heavily on existing resources and networks within 

the school.  For instance, regular notices had to be placed in the weekly school newsletter, 

urging parents to become involved by filling out the survey. Teachers also had to be 

alerted to hand out and collect surveys via the school's morning notices, and mark off 

those students who had received and returned them. Then they had to be sent to a ‘central 

collection centre’ of which all school staff, students, parents and research staff had then to 

be notified.   

 

Furthermore, even though it is presumed that everyone wants to participate, we had 

received only 367 Parent Surveys out of approximately 800. Of those, only forty 

interested parents had registered their names to follow up on the results. Invitations were 

sent out accordingly to those parents/guardians by the Deputy Principal, with thirty-two 

replying and twenty actually attending the dissemination of results meeting on 22 

November 1993. Parents were given an opportunity to discuss survey results, and 

several key issues were raised by these twenty participants. Areas of parental concern 

were collated into four areas by participants at this meeting. They included: `discipline’, 

`communication’, `extended library hours’ and a `School Advisory Council’. At this 

meeting, the school’s principal suggested that a School Council would be more 

beneficial than an Advisory Council.  His remarks indicated a willingness to move with 

departmental reforms to include parents in formal decision-making processes. 

 

So we relied on further bureaucratic measures to include and secure the participation of 

these more interested parents. At least four sets of invitations were posted out initially to 

entice further participation by parents and teachers. But only a handful of those 
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responding parents wanted to, or were able to make formal contact with the school and 

the university staff for ongoing discussions. However, these low levels of parental 

attendance at the school seemed to be reflected at other meetings. As already mentioned, 

the monthly P & C Committee meetings did not seem well attended by parents earlier in 

the year, considering the student population at that time was over one thousand students. 

But all this was happening at a time when school administrators were looking for parents 

who were `truly representative' of the school community. This seemed another strange 

expectation, as even the school’s administration could not help define the school 

community, let alone find its true representatives. This `moral ghost’ which is summoned 

or `conjured up’ in the discourse of participation is nowhere to be found at the appointed 

times of its so-called appearance. 

 

Although the school and the family have become fused for the purposes of enhancing 

adolescent outcomes, we can, however, acknowledge the difficulties of engaging then 

encouraging parents to become involved in the school’s main objective of optimal 

training of one particular sector of the population. So it is one thing to promote social 

reforms. But as we continue to point out, finding `the means’ through which such 

targets can be met, however, is entirely another, particularly with so many subjects 

included in these objectives. 

 

Drawing upon well established parent groups as a means to secure better outcomes was 

the next step. It was at this particular time, that I began to seek out other well 

established parent networks and attend meetings such as those held by the QCPCA.  

These were attended by other members of the school’s P&C. Often these meetings were 

attended by senior administrative personnel within the department. It was then and there 
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that the full extent of the Education Department’s commitment to parent participation 

became evident. The initial TELSS school meeting held early the following year then 

included interested school staff, a Parent Development Officer, a QCPCA representative 

and interested local parents, as well as the school’s new Acting Principal.  

 

It is also commonly assumed that a democratic community is the political key to solving 

social problems, where better outcomes can be produced if more people participate. 

However, case study results continue to show, concretely, that the opposite seemed to be 

the case.  These meetings, which consisted of many persons, all with their divergent 

viewpoints, areas of interest and concerns, suggested just how difficult it was to find 

common ground, let alone implement any reform measures which could be useful to all 

concerned.  

 

But let us try to understand these issues in terms other than a contrast between “full 

participation” or thwarted rights to participate. It became obvious that the various groups 

of parents were not a unified group, and nor were the teachers. Even though groups of 

parents were attending meetings, and supposedly aiming for the same parental goals, it 

became evident that there were divisions forming between the parent groups themselves. 

Within the structure of this high school, with eighty or so teachers each with their different 

methods, ideals, personalities and subjects to teach, there existed no single unified group of 

school personnel either. It was becoming quite obvious too that they all had their own 

areas of responsibility, interests and concerns. Issues which were isolated for further 

discussion and agreement always became lengthy and unwieldy.  When more people tried 

to have their say, there seemed to be less chance of reaching any final decisions, or 
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achieving any real results. Yet decisions have to be made. This can become an ongoing 

and time-consuming process indeed.  

 

Nevertheless, some efforts were made to bring various groups together. The school had a 

variety of communication networks which reached beyond its geographical boundaries. 

These networks attempted to link up with parents and other community members, but 

mostly only included the students and parents who were involved in a  particular subject 

area. These extensive agencies included: the Learning Assistance Programme (LAP); 

Home Assisted Learning (HAL); Parent/Teacher afternoons, such as Year 8 into 9, 7 into 

8, 10 into 11 etc; Open Days; Parents of Ballet; SCS night; Gifted and Talented 

programmes; a Language evening; Science Enrichment programmes; Debating teams; 

Visiting Speakers for Business students; Visiting Speakers for Home Economics students; 

the Instrumental Music Programmes, and Drama student evenings, as well as National 

Science and Mathematic competitions.226  

 

So from the above descriptions of the project so far, we glimpse that there is no sense of an 

homogeneous community made up of like-minded persons to draw upon here as a means 

of government. There was no homogeneous group of parents. Each parent had ‘their own 

aspirations’ desires for `self’-fulfilment, which of course they were expected to have. 

Many also exercised their right ‘not’ to participate. Although the highest percentage of 

Parent Survey respondents stated they had very few complaints, considering the task, the 

most unfavorable aspect according to responding parents, voicing a longstanding parental 

concern, was the lack of discipline in the school (cf. Smith,1991). Other less favorable 

aspects of the school were listed as the student’s learning environment. In that sense, the 

                                                 
226 This list of activities came from one of the school’s Support Teachers. 
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Parent Survey results reflected broader aspirations and concerns, and how governance does 

seem to take the ever-increasing number of 'middle-class' parents’ ongoing demands for 

quality schooling on board, with governments funding schools accordingly.  

 

The Teachers’ Survey results also confirmed the concerns of the parents. `A number of 

teachers acknowledged that disruptive students were a great cause of stress and 

dissatisfaction in their job’.227 At that particular time, inclusive policies for students with 

special educational needs had not been formalized. However, the effects of such policies 

upon teacher workload and stress have since been documented.228 Other common teacher 

stressors included: `low student motivation, administrative overload and noisy 

environment’, with the most often reported comments relating to `paperwork’ and `time 

restrictions’. Considering that the overall school staff found `paperwork’ and `time 

restrictions’ the most stressful aspects of their daily routine, it would be folly to expect 

that they could push themselves even further to meet the abovementioned expectations of 

parents and students. At the time, it appeared that the survey results were just another task 

to be handled in an already stretched school routine. It was one thing bringing the school 

community into focus, but trying to conform to community demands was certainly 

another, it seemed at the time.  

 

However, the question needs to be asked. How useful then was AR in teachers' 

collaborative processes for professional development? For various reasons, only a 

handful of teachers became involved in the project, whilst many did not see the need for 

                                                 
227 See `Chapter Three' in TELSS unpublished works which outlines the Teacher’s Survey 
results and comments.  
228 Deppeler and Harvey (2004:156) claim that ‘inclusion’ policies are perceived mainly as ‘a 
major contributor to excessive teacher workload’. This is due to an apparent lack of extra 
funding, and a lack of teaching skills in ‘multilevel curriculum’. These resources are seen to be 
indispensable to the inclusion of disabled and impaired students into mainstream schooling.   
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involvement. For instance, in Macpherson et al. some of the teachers who did 

participate in the Social Sciences sub-project reported as finding it threatening.229  So, if 

it is presumed that teachers should autonomously participate in ‘critical, collaborative 

inquiry’ as a means of ‘on-going professional development’, and that such involvement 

is ‘an essential prerequisite of “professional” status’ (Scott and Weeks, 1998:31), how 

does their ‘professional status’ hold up if they don’t participate? In this instance, does 

the so-called autonomous individual respond sufficiently to the goals set out in national 

and state-wide directives? 

 

One of the teachers was still optimistic, nevertheless. Sandra Harrington, one of the 

school’s key Senior School teachers and member of the QUT management committee, 

together with Charles Arcodia the project’s Senior Research Assistant, state in their 

TELSS conference paper:   

Over the last five years, teachers have been faced with numerous reports, 
departmental directives and priorities and yet the daily interaction that takes place 
in the classroom is often divorced from all this. Changes in the way we teach; the 
learning environment we create; the way we relate to young people are complex 
issues and yet it is teaching for effective learning that is fundamental if the rhetoric 
is to be translated into reality.230

 

So although these issues were of concern to all parties involved in this research project, 

and would ultimately affect the student body and students’ vocational futures, they rested 

with the school’s staff to be dealt with, and in particular, the school’s administration and 

its senior staff.  

 

As Ian Hacking (1991) instructs us: `The bureaucracy of statistics imposes not just by 

creating administrative rulings but by determining classifications within which people 

                                                 
229 Some of these participating teachers’ comments are in Macpherson et al. (1998).  
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must think of themselves and of the actions that are open to them’ (Hacking, 1991:194). 

This situation highlights the tensions which arise then between the commitments of 

administrators and teachers to their public duty, and the private aspirations of parents, 

even though the school and the family are both acting from within their own 

`governmental’ capacity in connecting the school to the family, via concern for the 

student. 

 

We continued to follow up on the responding parents' aspirations and concerns for their 

children, as identified in the analysis of  the survey results,231 and further narrowed down 

at the survey results dissemination evening in November, 1993. But it was not possible for 

the school to accommodate many of them, even though ongoing attempts were made to 

bring them to the attention of appropriate staff members.  

 

In keeping with the AR methodology, after gathering data and disseminating it, the next 

stage was one of `acting and observing’. This took the form of various meetings with 

school staff and those few parents who remained interested. They interacted with other 

parent bodies and Departmental officers, especially Parent Development Officers on 

several occasions. However, in order to participate, those interested parents found that 

they needed to attend conferences to find out what was actually expected of them, and at 

what level they could participate.  Even though many voices were claiming that parents 

were invited and welcome in schools, it was becoming difficult to see where parents 

actually fitted into this educational setting, apart from the usual channels or avenues, such 

as the P & C monthly meeting. Other avenues became available over time. These were the 

Collaborative School Review Committees, and various budgeting committee groups, 

                                                                                                                                               
230 Excerpt from Harrington and Arcodia, (1994). 
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which became necessary to both ascertain and allocate school funds. Although the initial 

project objectives included the implementation of the key competencies framework, and 

the engagement of teachers and others within this community to locate and utilize 

strategies which could help promote these competencies, some of the project parents came 

to acknowledge and accept their role within the school.  It was as an auxiliary to the 

teachers.  

 

Nonetheless, some questions regarding parent participation (or the lack of it) by 

minority groups in particular, were raised by Education Department and QUT personnel 

at a Social Justice Conference held in September 1995.232 The outcomes of the project 

were discussed by the participating parents at this presentation. One comment included 

the possibilities of trying, yet again, to achieve higher rates of participation, particularly 

for minority groups. It was suggested by one commentator that those who generally 

participate in schools were middle-class, white, Australian females. This indeed was the 

case.  

 

In particular, the TELSS parents were asked about the strategies that they adopted to 

overcome such low levels of participation, particularly by indigenous and ethnic groups, 

as they had been widely reported as socially and economically disadvantaged. Another 

comment related to finding ways to form closer links between parent groups who 

expressed similar desires to be included in the school. One of the staff members of the 

local School Support Centre, for instance, stated that he had heard a similar story at 

another presentation, where a minority group of parents at that same school had 

expressed their desire to be included as well. So instead of understanding the TELSS 

                                                                                                                                               
231 See McKibbin and Cooper, (1994). 
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parents’ efforts to include other parent groups, he stated: ‘you’re not doing it together’. 

This commentator also suggested that the `passive citizenship representative model has 

reached its limits’. These issues relating to community building and ‘co-operative’ 

participation will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Five.   

 

4.10 The Problematics of Participation:  philosophical or technical? 

In Chapter Four, we have taken a closer look at how innovation and change are actually 

dependant upon expertise and bureaucratic measures to attain even limited goals. From 

the above description, however, we can see that it makes no sense then to imagine that the 

school community is a `pre-existing’ entity, comprising a group of `self-determining’ 

individuals. The school community was both `the target’ of social governance here, as well 

as `the means’ of attaining social governance. But as we have seen, promoting these 

governmental reforms in the usual `calls to popular democracy’ mode, adopted by some 

AR advocates, AR consultants, and now promoted via education bureaucracies 

themselves, had limited purchase in terms of generating widespread schooling reforms. 

Let us recall just how these commentators proclaimed the need for change, based upon 

institutional 'failure' – terms which were echoed by some of the TELSS personnel. 

 

As we saw in Chapter One, AR invests considerable hope in community participation as 

the solution to the perceived failures of a dysfunctional, hierarchised, technical 

bureaucratic institution. Many critical theorists and AR advocates referred to a loss of 

human co-operation by an overbearing and uncaring educational bureaucracy that alienates 

individuals and groups particularly minority groups, through its hierarchical structures and 

bureaucratic `red tape’. As also noted in Chapter One, institutional change was the 

                                                                                                                                               
232 The parents gave a presentation at the Social Justice Conference, Lennons Hotel, Brisbane, 
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‘catchcry’ as a means to empower and increase autonomy or self-determination for 

individuals, as well as groups (Rizvi and Kemmis, 1987; McTaggart 1988, 1991). For 

instance, Rizvi (1994, 1998) also implies that by virtue of their humanity, everyone is 

equally capable of participating in decision-making as ideal political subjects. The task 

now is to examine the preconditions for members to participate.  

 

Participation by individuals and groups within the school community was limited, 

particularly the participation of minority groups, for many reasons. But before any 

notion of democratic participation can occur, what is required are various `technologies of 

government'. These are pragmatic and practical, structural elements such as the Parent 

Survey, the means of computation and calculation (Miller and Rose, 1990) and various 

organizational and meeting procedures, which enable participation to become a reality. 

These elements work in conjunction with the `techniques of the self' involved in 

developing personal capacities to participate. These aspects of participation will be 

discussed further in the following chapter.  

 

However, the complexities of working within a collaborative project between a local 

high school (which had four different principals/acting principals over a three year 

period) and a University (with Heads of Department from three different curriculum 

areas and one research centre) were daunting. Each academic worked with one of the 

four (later two) research assistants on separate programs. The political/ethical dilemmas 

associated with this project, particularly my own in the role of Research Assistant, 

parent, parent advocate and student, which constantly had to be negotiated within this 

setting, also need to be explored.  

                                                                                                                                               
September, 1995. This  presentation which included 'question time' was video recorded.  
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For instance, the state has mechanisms for sorting out social and economic 

discrepancies and tries to rectify them.  But the enormous task and limited human and 

financial resources see it ‘fall short’. Can we be all blaming of policy and institutional 

structures? Within these processes of liberal government through community,233 there 

are contradictions within the logic of the various sectors which drive reforms. What 

happens when different roles have to be accommodated?  

 

In my role as parent participant, my sentiments were with the other parents, particularly in 

considering the educational futures of our children, and in observing how some parents 

could easily be admonished by some school personnel. My experiences were somewhat 

similar to theirs, except to say that my expectations of how I could participate in the school 

as a parent were somewhat circumspect and possibly reverential from the beginning. My 

role as parent advocate appeared to be in conflict with my role as Research Assistant. As a 

parent advocate, I was of the opinion that surely parents have a legitimate right and duty to 

expect teacher professionalism and an ethical ethos as Public Servants, particularly as their 

decisions and forms of behaviour affected the educational outcomes of our children. 

However, as a Research Assistant, the problems that I encountered during the project were 

that each parent had a different concern and a different perception of what was important. 

For me, the issue of who had the say, who had the power to make changes, and who will 

be satisfied with the decisions made, was as complex as it can get.  Besides, in deciding to 

change my PhD topic half-way through the project, in order to reflect upon and 

disseminate some of the difficulties that were encountered, I also found myself facing 

                                                 
233  The term ‘community’ has also been rhetorically adopted by many commentators to indicate 
a specific social grouping such as ‘a community of researchers’ or teachers etc. 
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ethical challenges. On the one hand, I was adopting PAR as a method for promoting 

community involvement in the school. On the other hand, I was using an historical and 

contextual study which meant achieving detachment from (conflicting) moral and political 

imperatives associated with my different roles, and persona as AR advocate. Sometimes 

these ethical dilemmas became particularly acute in my role as student when my then 

supervisor seemingly admonished my AR role. The only response recorded at the time was 

that I was working on a project where AR was part of my occupation. 

 

Furthermore, the clandestine conversations that one of the senior managers had over 

how much my employment had cost the centre, immediately brought a new meaning to 

my RA role. I was asked to work just 15 hours instead of 25 and work on my PhD for 

the rest of the time. The other alternative was to find work elsewhere, or work on one of 

the other projects including Workplacement. One week previously, encouragingly I was 

told by him that my 25 hours per week casual contract was ‘fine for the rest of the year’. 

Of course I had a choice to find employment elsewhere.  However, this was not an option 

at the time as one of my children was entering Tertiary studies. Upon hearing of my 

expected contract extension, I also applied for and received an extension of a loan for 

which I became partly responsible. Consequently, I chose Workplacement, as the Senior 

School teacher, and member of the QUT management committee, had already mentioned 

ongoing work in this area. The issue had been resolved in an obliging manner, as I 

negotiated to work this extra 10 hours on the Workplacement programme in the Senior 

School.   

 

Still, it appeared that the Head of School with whom I occasionally worked, and the 

centre’s manager who mostly managed the finances, differed in their opinions about whose 

 200



research I did, and for how long. Needless to say, the hierarchical chain of command 

immediately came into action, and I continued to work with the Head of School. 

Nonetheless, my loyalties were scattered, and although I remained mainly with the parent 

project, and others with whom I had formed contacts and networks over the life of the 

project, there was an awkwardness in not knowing where I should legitimately work.  

 

These aspects are all worth noting as a means of conveying the dynamics and 

reinterpreting the imperatives facing those in particular roles/persona, and showing why 

the political and ethical dilemmas that we face are part of the long-standing negotiations 

and practical difficulties associated with the process of liberal government. Some of 

these practical difficulties on the project included working across: (1) teachers and 

researchers with varying levels of collegiality; (2) busy departmental heads from 

different curriculum areas; (3) research assistants who had brief prior knowledge of 

action research; (4) parents, school administration and research assistants, each with 

their own territorial barriers, which appeared at the time to produce these so-called 

formal constraints. Any real understanding of the contingencies and building up 

processes within such broad and new educational research initiatives was limited. The 

importance of negotiation and networking, as well as conflict resolution was also 

underestimated.  

 

So if schools are responsible for `policing families’, at least in a low-key way (Donzelot, 

1979, 1997; Smith, 1991), it also became increasingly obvious that families and critical 

commentators were increasingly being encouraged to `police schools’. This is precisely 

the position that the TELSS parents found themselves in at that time. The participating 

TELSS parents certainly expected the best chances of education for their children, and 
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were increasingly encouraged all round to do so. But as teachers are there to teach many 

classrooms full of students each and every day of the week, it became obvious that there 

were competing issues at stake here. The situation came down to the differing 'self' 

organizing 'habituses' (Mauss, 1985) of those subjects within the project. The historical 

variations and cultural differences across this social landscape had implications for the 

definite but limited personal statuses and attributes, and the correspondingly wide-ranging 

technologies of the self (Foucault) used to distribute such attributes. This situation revealed 

the competing imperatives at stake according to the roles, rights and responsibilities of all 

of the participants. Furthermore, this aspect has consequences for those without such 

attributes and status or rank (Fuller, 2003). These aspects of the school community and the 

limits of parent participation will be discussed in the following chapter also. 

 

In the meantime, where does AR commentary, and its more communitarian based 

counter-part PAR, (which frequently encourages action by individuals and groups as an 

antidote to the perceived oppressive political power generated within bureaucratic 

institutions), sit now in light of these results and the reflections upon them? Did reforms 

occur via the freedom of the individual and an anti-bureaucratic agenda? How does this 

anti-bureaucratic, managerialist take on school governance via the school community 

and this current climate of governance via ‘romantic’ critics stand? It seems quite 

surprising to note just how participation is perceived by many as an absolute, universal 

right or ‘attribute of self’, instead of as a form of self-management. Rather than 

dismissing bureaucratic measures for not producing social perfection, we have shown 

that social endeavors or reform objectives can only happen at this level of existing 

technical and administrative expertise and institutional structures. These results indicate 
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just how difficult it is to construct a 'learning' community, or to work within so-called 

'boundary-less' organizations such as the school and the university. 

 

It seems a circular argument for AR commentators to be dismissive of the very tools and 

structures which their practitioners of participation actually depend upon. Rather than 

being the product of an overbearing bureaucracy that has sold out to market and industry, 

and rather than generating a denial of individual and group freedom to become whatever 

one chooses, on the contrary, maximizing the life skills and ethical comportments of 

individuals and families, both in their field of work and in school-based management, were 

of prime importance. So does it make any sense at all then for AR commentators and 

critical intellectuals alike, to constantly promote hostility to and rejection of bureaucratic 

structures and administrative `red tape’ (Rizvi, 1994), when it is precisely these 

bureaucratic measures which help to positively organize our individual and collective 

social selves, as our case study has illustrated so far? Even the most radical educational 

theorists’ assumptions that `institutional systematization is antithetical to `human needs 

and interests’234 needs to be revised. 

 

So it is counter-productive to assume that we can successfully or `more positively’ 

socially organize ourselves without bureaucratic and administrative measures. More than 

that, it is a nonsense to presume that everyone in the community has the same capacity or 

inclination to participate: the same level of expertise, understanding, or interest. Interest 

and involvement in the school are already uneven, for historical reasons – as Donzelot’s 

history of the probelmatization and renovation of the family reminds us. Historically, in 

Australia as in France, it was the ‘middle-class’ mother who is partly an agent of social 

                                                 
234 Kemmis, (1993); McTaggart, (1988, 1991); Rizvi, (1994); Rizvi and Kemmis (1987). 
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governance, insofar as she became the relay between the private sphere of the home and 

the public sphere of the school. The demographics of the Parent Survey suggest that a 

high percentage of responding parents had attained tertiary levels of education.235 The 

TELSS parents’ formal attempts at participation were successful, however, only when 

these subjects decided to update their knowledge and skills by attending seminars arranged 

by the project members and Parent Development Officers. The project parents continued to 

form networks with other groups, as well as senior education personnel.  

 

But considering that the school’s student population numbered over one thousand students, 

and the parent/guardian population was approximately eight hundred, the parents who 

formed part of this case study were only five. It became obvious then that it was not the 

norm for democratic parent participation to occur. In fact, in this particular instance, it 

was quite the reverse. It was not inevitable that the community could or should 

participate.  

 

What is normal, or routine at any rate, is the difficulty of doing two things at once: (1) 

meeting an existing (small but vocal) demand for participation, and (2) creating a broader 

demand and interest, on the assumption that it already exists, but has to be articulated. As 

previously stated, parents were actually being enticed, or even begged to do so in terms of 

fostering family ‘autonomy’, via upgrading and maintaining their ‘familial obligations’. 

Seen in these terms, does it make any sense then to suggest, distortedly, that `democratic’ 

participation is a `so-called’ remedy for `social inequality’?  

 

Furthermore, rather than perceiving that people were deliberately prevented from  

                                                 
235 McKibbin et al. (1994). 
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participating, the community itself was whittled away even more, closer to the time of 

the meeting. For instance, parents who accepted invitations to attend certain meetings 

did not turn up. In other words, the project of enlisting the community to take more 

interest in schools at the local level is quite a sophisticated endeavor, and one that 

should be understood in social terms of co-opting parents to be more involved in their 

students’ schooling and behaviour. To perceive that the school community is or should 

be politically motivated to combat an overbearing hierarchical organization is far 

removed from the reality. Even so, some parents found staff to be particularly 

unwelcoming at various times throughout the project.  

 

However, it is how these particular reform measures generated within TELSS 

programme affected various groups of individuals and their personal capacities that 

interests me, in particular.  For instance, considering that parents have been brought into 

the self-managing procedures of schools, what expertise are they expected to bring to 

these sophisticated attempts at governing a population? We turn now to Chapter Five 

where these aspects of participation will be further dealt with. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

AR: participatory imperatives and some limits 

 

5.1 Introduction 

We are now going to question AR's romantic, organicist theorization of the process of 

participatory democracy by outlining a more technical and mundane, expertise-driven 

account of the diverse purposes of participation, and the capacities and interests needed 

to practice it. As we have already noted, educational systems were not organized 

democratically in the past (Hunter, 1993b, 1994). This chapter will now highlight how 

the notion of democratic participation cannot be seen as an ‘absolute’ or ‘universal’ 

form of government. This account will accordingly highlight (a) personal capacity 

formation as a pre-condition for participation, and (b) bureaucratic expertise and its 

symbiotic links to self-government. These aspects of participation represent the 

distinction between my first and second research questions which are presented again 

for the reader. Firstly, how do the claims and aspirations of AR, in particular, increased 

community and parental participation hold up when its purposes, methods and norms 

are redescribed in terms of the dispositions and abilities which have to be cultivated, if 

participation is to be taken seriously and result in the improved governance of schools? 

Secondly, might there be a symbiotic, rather than simply conflictual relationship between 

AR and education policy programmes, its anti-bureaucratic stance notwithstanding?  

 

Foucault’s thesis on contemporary forms of social governance will be applied to AR in 

terms of its characteristics of self-reflective ‘critique’ and its inclusive ‘participatory’ 

stance. A mix of historical, political science and empirical approaches to participation 

will be introduced. These approaches will be used to suggest that although AR is a 

useful intervention in developing some of the personal attributes and interests needed for 

 206



participation in school governance, it has little utility as a general template for participatory 

governance. In contrast to the generalized egalitarian theme animating AR advocacy of 

participation, it is argued participation should be understood more as an 'elitist' ideal, or at 

any rate, as a 'minority' pursuit. It will also be shown how bureaucratic expertise and 

structures are the very means by which persons capable of participation are formed.  

 

This chapter will also question how the management device of government via 

individual creativity or the entrepreneurial self, stands up in light of the TELSS case 

study. Finally, this chapter will outline further limits and organizational boundaries of 

participation based on role specific problems, the consultative ethos of leadership, and 

the para-legal minefield that contemporary schools have become. 

 

5.2 Participation: divergent purposes, methods, institutional arrangements 

According to the Australian political scientists Bishop and Davis (2002), ‘participation 

is not a single trend’. It is highly contested and ‘serves many masters’ (Bishop and 

Davis, 2002:26). As already discussed in Chapter One, some of these prevailing notions 

include citizenship rights entitlements (Barbalet, 1988; Kymlicka and Norman, 1994) and 

the beneficial ethical ‘person-forming’ aspects of participation (Minson, 1993). Bishop 

and Davis outline the various types and levels of contemporary participation strategies, 

which are becoming prevalent within the public sector management reforms discussed 

in Chapter Three. These include: ‘Participation as Consultation’, ‘Participation as 

Partnership’, ‘Participation as Standing’, ‘Participation as Consumer Choice’ and 

‘Participation as Control’ (Bishop and Davis, 2002:27). Marginson’s (1988, 1991, 1997) 

ideal type of participation appears to be that of ‘participation as [public] control’, even 
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though he reluctantly concedes that the ‘consumer choice’ model has become 

entrenched within schooling and is probably here to stay. 

 

However, there is more to consider regarding participation in terms of how it can be 

attained, rather than whether or not it is suppressed by powerful individuals or 

institutions. As Foucault suggests, rather than perceiving power ‘negatively’ in terms of 

‘…the limited field of juridical sovereignty and state institutions,…’, we must analyze it 

on the basis of: `…the techniques and tactics of domination [or influence]’ (Foucault, 

1980:102). Foucault’s (1988) detailed account of the ‘technologies of the self’ alerts us 

to the ‘site specificity’ of such person formation. We will apply Foucault’s lesson 

regarding the productive aspect of power which produces self-government through 

internal subjectivisation or self-scrutiny (Hunter, 1993b) shortly, drawing on the case 

study as an example. 

 

As Rose (1990) suggests, 'the self' must be understood in terms of the technical ways we 

learn to 'manage' ourselves: 

‘The self’ does not pre-exist the forms of its social recognition; it is a 
heterogeneous and shifting resultant of the social expectations targeted upon it, 
the social duties accorded it, the norms according to which it is judged, the 
pleasures and pains that entice and coerce it, the forms of self-inspection 
inculcated in it, the languages according to which it is spoken about and about 
which it learns to account for itself in thought and speech. Thus `belief systems' 
concerning the self should not be construed as inhabiting a diffuse field of 
'culture', but as embodied in institutional and technical practices - spiritual, 
medical, political, economic - through which forms of individuality are 
specified and governed (Rose, 1990: 218). 
 
 

Rose (1990) furthermore claims: ‘Social conventions, community scrutiny, legal norms, 

familial obligations and religious injunctions have exercised an intense power over the 

human soul in past times and other cultures’ (Rose, 1990:1). This is still the case today. 
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However, as Minson suggests and our case study reveals, we must not underestimate the 

hard ethical/disciplinary work involved in the ‘…ethical rehabilitation of individuals 

and relationships belonging to “target” populations (including the classes responsible 

for “administering” them)…’ (Minson, 1993:202).  

 

So how is it that these ubiquitous, benign and spontaneous images of democratic 

community and autonomous self-government advanced so far (Kemmis et al., 1998; 

McTaggart, 1991; Marginson, 1988; Rizvi, 1994, 1998) permeate our contemporary 

social institutions? Let us just reiterate the concerns here. It appears that Rizvi, a critical 

commentator of devolution reform policies by Labor and Liberal governments since the 

Karmel era, is exemplifying what Carl Schmitt (1986:16-17) terms the ‘intellectual 

critic'.236  If we recall the characteristic rhetoric of AR, such as the self-styling of the AR 

expert or ‘change agent’, it is often assumed that it is easy to adopt because it is 

fundamentally human. Actually, it takes a lot of practice to a acquire the attributes of the 

fully cultivated critical intellectual. Hunter (1994) discusses the ethical force of the 

critical intellectual or 'moral personality', particularly within our contemporary 

schooling system. However, within AR this authentic 'moral personality' appears to be 

promoted as a means of expert governance. In other words, we can all be the experts of 

our own self-management. Also implied by other AR advocates is the notion of an 

homogeneous `total community',237 or `a single way of life'. For instance, we can recall 

how the school community is commonly promoted in 'political' terms, as an essential 

                                                 
236  In Political Romanticism (1986), Schmitt explains how the persona of the intellectual critic 
emerges out of a form of 'aestheticism' which belongs to the 19th Century “romantic” art 
movement. See also: Hunter (1994), Ch5. 
237 In ‘Uncivil Society’, however, Hunter (1998:251) instructs that since the early seventeenth 
century, ‘politics and state’ have been deliberately separated from ‘religion and community’ as a 
means to promote and maintain ‘civil order’. Hunter (1994) also discusses aspects of the moral 
community or the communitarian concept of culture and its relation to different forms of 
governments. 

 209



unity or entity of `self-determining’ individuals and groups who can reform the schooling 

system. As already noted in the TELSS reflections in Chapter two, the project was 

perceived by some as 'educational evangelism’, and promoted in quasi missionary 

terms, suggesting the need for strong advocacy by the "faithful few”. In an attempt to 

redefine this all-pervasive notion of participation, we firstly turn to an historical account 

of the early-modern ‘puritan political technologies’, which were used as a means of 

‘organising spiritual and public life’, but have been adapted or re-invented within 

current political-philosophical arguments (Minson, 1996).238

 

For instance, Joshua Miller (1991) describes some links between participatory 

democratic enthusiasm of the 1960s and 70s (Rizvi, 1994, 1998; Williams, 1961) and 

the Puritan conception of religious-communal membership of seventeenth century 

American Congregationalism. Miller shows how religiously motivated and bonded 

groups are capable of sustained collective altruistic action, or more so than most. Miller, 

nevertheless, points out that because such communal groups were bound by 

‘…promises to love one another and to obey the laws of Christ’ (Lutz 1988 in Miller, 

1991:65), they were highly selective in their membership (Miller, 1991:63). He states: 

‘…a person could only be a member of the particular church and of the political 

community of whose covenant he or she had publicly affirmed. Only in that community 

could the person become a full citizen…’ (Miller, 1991:63).  

 

Like Miller (1991) and Hunter (1993b), Michael Walzer (1966) discusses sixteenth and 

seventeenth–century congregational life in terms of ‘…a training for self-government 

and democratic participation’ (Walzer, 1966:301). However, he describes connections 

                                                 
238  Paper delivered at the Culture and Citizenship Inaugural Conference of the Australian Key 
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between Puritanism and the appearance of radical ideology and revolutionary 

organization (Walzer, 1966:1). He claims that, in the name of being called upon to be 

‘God’s instrument’ on earth, religious groupings shared ‘…certain key ideas 

incompatible with the traditional system in church and state, ideas which tended 

continually to produce radical and innovative political activity’ (Walzer, 1966:x).  

 

In describing the particular influences and abilities of Calvin upon Puritanism, Walzer 

states that he became influential in organizing a radical ideology ‘anchored in this-

worldly endeavours’ (Walzer, 1966:28). He argues that Calvin was particularly socially 

oriented and practical, thus strongly committed to ‘…“take” the earthly kingdom, and to 

transform it’ (Walzer, 1966:26). In contrast to the purely visionary character of AR 

advocacy, we have an example of the recognition of the need and application of 

bureaucratic expertise, as a means to translate such 'other-worldly' goals and ideals into 

'temporal' reality. Walzer states: ‘There have been few men in history who loved 

meetings more. Hence the plethora of new associations in which the discipline of the 

holy commonwealth [of saints] was previewed' (Walzer, 1966:28). Our contemporary 

reliance upon committee meetings as a vehicle for promoting social reforms and 

democratic participation will be discussed in more detail later in the chapter.  

 

What is striking in Walzer’s and Miller's accounts of the Puritan community ideal of 

getting individuals to become involved in their own future is how familiar that catchcry 

is within contemporary AR commentary. Furthermore, the same rationales and methods 

seem to apply. Parallel appeals are made to change existing institutional frameworks to 

meet higher moral expectations. ‘This-worldly’ techniques, nevertheless, are adopted to 

                                                                                                                                               
Centre for Cultural and Media Policy, 1996. 
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do the work then, as today. Besides Miller's (1991) oath taking membership ritual, they 

included: 

discussion among lay Puritans of the sermons and the texts; so also the 
congregational debates, the reading, note-taking and diary-keeping of the newly 
political, newly educated saints (Walzer, 1966:301).    

 

Even back then, these religious communal milieus of ‘newly educated saints’, which 

Rizvi and others appear to be harkening back (as seemingly they appear absent today), 

relied upon instruments and procedures to govern themselves. 

 

We should not be surprised by these parallels. Ian Hunter describes how secularised 

variants of Pietist religious practices remain a central feature of state education systems. 

The tap root of one of AR’s major components, namely the practice of ‘self-reflection’, 

is fixed in sixteenth and seventeenth century Pietist tradition. Hunter has also reminded 

us of the historical role (not 'necessity') of Protestant dissenting Pietist practices which 

help form moral personalities, by inducing self-government through self-reflection. 

These 'post'-Pietist traditions used by action researchers may well play a valuable role in 

motivating some participants. However, these practices are not automatically 

transferable into individual rights claims to public, political decision-making. Such 

decision-making is not vested in the individual personality, although suitably competent 

individuals can make a difference.  

 

Although government works through the empowerment of the individual through their 

own self-government as described in Chapter Three, that self-government has pre-

requisites and certain conditions attached to it. We now, as then, rely upon techniques, 

procedures and laws which help govern our institutional arrangements, as well as our 

personal conduct. This idea of the technical-ethical shaping of dispositions and abilities 
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in order to participate needs further exploration. These will inform the topic of 

discussion in 5.3 and 5.4 of this chapter. 

 

Paradoxically, whilst the state has been responsive to promoting communitarian politics 

as a form of governance within government schools since the 1990s, as Hunter (1998) 

argues, our contemporary ‘secular’ ways of organizing ourselves should be seen as a by-

product of political pacification which resulted from the 'deconfessionalisation' of 

communities built around religious faith, organization and authority.239 Hunter 

(1998:255) suggests there is:  

no direct path from doctrines of moral self-governance to the emergence of 
`liberal’ freedoms in the political domain. When such freedoms did begin to 
appear it was not due to a recovery of the principle of self-governance but as a 
result of the process of neutralisation itself [of the confessional state] (Hunter, 
1998:255).    

 

Hunter is emphasising two important points. Firstly, overall social peace and harmony 

was the aim of the necessary split240 between the personae or selves of `the Christian’ and 

`the citizen’. Secondly, it is implausible to expect any meaningful translation in operational 

terms, between personal `self-government’ and government within the public domain, 

although they are inter-related and inter-dependant.   

 

Just as Hunter's historical argument outlines the ‘deconfessionalisation of politics’, as a 

means to attain peaceful settlements, so van Vree (1999:24) offers a separate historical 

point and perspective on the role of the meeting as a civilizing process. Van Vree claims 

that the history of the meeting is interrelated with the history of violence. According to 

                                                 
239 The term 'deconfessionalisation' refers to the contrast between a confessional and 
'desacralised' state and its officials whose ethos is defined by indifference to redemptive 
programmes for remoralising or 'saving' the community. 
240  van Horn Melton (1988)  
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him, since the Middle Ages in Western Europe, the main trends in the development of the 

meeting are as follows:  

The more people began to settle permanently, the more co-ordination problems 
occurred, which prompted people to hold meetings more often.  The functions of 
meetings expanded from concerning the administration of the law, preparations 
for war and the establishment of peace, to controlling taxation, water boards, 
trade, industry, social services, and many other activities and problems stemming 
from the extension and differentiation of the chains of actions. With the 
concentration of people, meetings became centralized in special violence-free 
areas and separate buildings (van Vree, 1999:24).  
 
 

Such historical perspectives help to explain the circumstances in which many 

employees find themselves today, particularly within contemporary organisational 

cultures surrounding education. Furthermore, despite all of its accompanying anti-

bureaucratic rhetoric, the incitement to increased participation by civic Republican 

supporters can also be seen as a recipe for multiplying bureaucratic procedures (rather than 

abolishing them), due to the increase in the number of meetings required (cf. Minson, 

1993). After all, the school milieu is already overwhelmed by its administrative duties. 

 

As outlined in ‘Governing Australian Education’, 3.8 in Chapter Three, the increase in 

student enrolments in comprehensive schools during the 1960s, `from all sectors of the 

community without regard for socio-economic status or any other social or personal 

attributes’ (Dettman, 1972:13), meant that problems relating to discipline or 

`indiscipline’ in schools became a major reason for involving other agents as an 

ancillary to the teacher (Donzelot, 1979; Smith, 1989, 1991). In the attempts to manage 

this new sector of growth within the secondary school population, and the increasing 

barrage of agents which followed, systems of administrative procedures, rules and 

expertise were brought to bear via ‘the meeting’. It became the means to bring order to 
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this new social space, streamlining decision-making, which now included wider groups 

of individuals, mostly with different perceptions, knowledge and values.  

 

However, we move now from Puritan and Pietist religious communities, as sites for 

civilizing individuals via their participation, and van Vree's potted history of the 

meeting to the contemporary committee meeting with its varied purposes, preferred and 

non-preferred conciliatory, participatory practices and behaviours. As Jeffrey Minson 

(1993) describes, one of the preconditions necessary for participation includes forming 

certain personal capacities. Furthermore, in attending committee meetings, it becomes 

instantly obvious whether one possesses such capacities, as one of the TELSS parents 

acknowledged.  

 

We turn now to a more descriptive vocabulary that helps to explain the complexities of 

participation and capacity. Rather than imagining that the initiatives to promote 

participation could ever be a ‘unification’ or realisation of the political will of the 

‘whole’ community, it will be shown that the links between politics, administrative 

structures of the school system, the school as an institution, and ‘the community’ are 

more complex and harder to govern than any theoretical or critical perspective has 

suggested so far.  

 

Sartori (1987) distinguishes two particular levels of decision-making according to their 

context. He perceives that the usual 'macro-political' way of perceiving democracy is 

where a majority rule principle becomes a device or modus vivendi to encourage civil 

peace in the absence of consensus (Sartori, 1987:224-237). Sartori claims that this does 

not usually apply in the 'micro-political' domain of the decision-making committee, 
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however. For instance, within the political election campaign, the individual elector 

usually has one separate 'discrete' issue to deal with at a time. Sartori calls these 

processes of decision-making 'discontinuous' (Sartori, 1987:224-237).  

 

Another level of decision-making, however, is where a concrete group of individuals or 

a 'committee' has to deal with '...a stream or flow of decisions' (Sartori, 1987:224), as 

school administrators, the TELSS Management Committee, project participants, and 

teachers usually do. This context of decision-making he terms 'continuous'. Sartori 

reiterates: 'The immediate point is that a decisional context is continuous when a stream 

of issues is handled by linking them, that is, when the issues are not treated discretely’ 

(Sartori,1987:224, 225).  

 

Sartori suggests, however, that this decision-making 'committee' operates quite 

differently from the 'majority rule' principle. He qualifies this by saying that a formal 

vote is rarely taken, and if it is, it is through a 'show of hands' usually for the formal 

procedural purposes of the meeting (Sartori, 1987:229). Committee decisions are hardly 

ever unanimous. If they are, it is not because members are 'of the same mind', as 

usually, 'they are not'. Even so,   

committees can well claim to be the optimal decision-forming unit. 
[They allow for]...a drastic reduction of the external risks (of 
oppression) at no or minimal increase of the decisional costs (as 
compared to assembly costs);... producing positive-sum outcomes 
for the collectivity at large...(Sartori, 1987:237).  
 
 

According to Sartori (1987:228) then, this system of governing is: '...the real "stuff" of 

politics.  All decisions enacted by any polity are previously examined, discussed, and 

actually drafted by one or more committees'. Sartori (1987:229, 230) asserts, therefore, 

that the committee is an efficient means of decision-making because it is based upon 
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very 'realistic incentives and rewards'. He maintains that the committee operates via 

certain codes which he states, usually come down to give and take, or more self-

interestedly, 'I give to get in return'.  But on the other hand, recalling Hunter’s (1994) 

lesson, public sites are domains for developing a private ethical conduct towards 

community through private self-reflection and self-restraint.  

 

Minson (1993), drawing on Robert Goodin (1986), argues the possibility that the public 

settings (or reporting requirements) of some meetings could enable participants to 

restrain themselves from ‘self-interest’, or bring about a ‘laundering of preferences’. In 

such instances, people would desire to, or be seen to be both making decisions on the 

basis of public good, rather than just ‘pushing their own barrow’ or playing to win. For 

example, the behaviour of parents was quite different and more relaxed at a meeting at a 

parent’s home, where they were able to speak freely of their own children. By 

comparison, this private form of behaviour was curtailed dramatically when attending a 

public forum such as the P&C Committee meeting, where the whole school’s 

population became the object of interest and concern. Furthermore, it would not be 

beneficial for the deliberative decision-making processes if the chair-person was totally 

controlling, or particularly unpleasant to ‘newcomers’, as one of the new TELSS parents 

experienced241 in her attempts to support her children by attending P&C meetings. Here 

is another instance of the need to practice self-restraint, or learn to change one’s 

behaviour from an autocrat or ‘dictator’, to one who listens and includes others in the 

discussion. It is also an instance of the need to develop moral capabilities, such as 

having polite social skills which help to make newcomers feel welcome and 

appreciated.   

                                                 
241 See parent narratives in Ch2 of this thesis.  
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The preferred social behaviour of persons has been the topic of numerous texts across 

many ages and cultures, including ethnic, religious, school and workplace cultures. The 

persistent Romantic image of democracy as a perpetual conversation or opportunity for 

critique, which Hunter describes as: ‘…turning social and political realities into an 

endless series of ‘personal experiences’ (Hunter, 1994:166), is also targeted by Schmitt 

(1986) and Schudson (1997). This idealisation of dialogue as a vehicle for democracy 

represents a flawed model.  

 

As Schudson (1997) claims, it is: ‘…the norms that govern … [conversation which] 

make it serviceable for democratic self-government’ (Schudson, 1997:301). 

Furthermore, rather than perceiving conversation as central to participatory democratic 

behaviour, Schudson instructs us to ‘…take account of the instances where conversation 

is itself an impediment to democracy’s fulfillment’ (Schudson, 1997:308). A typical 

instance is suggested by Gambetta, namely, when people try to ‘…speak all at once, or 

shout when they have no argument…’ (Gambetta 1998:20).  

 

Other situations include the unexpressed insider tacit aspects of conversation, on the one 

hand, and those who claim to be ‘experts’, on the other.  At this point, we can recall 

Hunter's argument about the perceived 'social authority' which seems to flow from the 

'cultivation of a prestigious moral persona' (Hunter, 1994:167).  

 

A peculiar feature of the committee is that: '...members engage in exchanges over time, 

with a view to the future' (Sartori,1987:229), as AR practitioners also propose. As 

Sartori notes, the committee mostly runs via complex codes and practices which offer 

incentives and rewards for those who participate in them. He claims that committees 
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operate via 'deferred reciprocal compensations'...'side payments largely guided by 

anticipated reactions', as well as 'internal' and 'external' payments. They use tactics 

which would be familiar only to some. These are:'...logrolling, bargaining, settlement by 

compromise, and mutual adjustment...' (Sartori, 1987:229). 

 

Sartori (1987) claims also that if a person feels less intense about an issue, they will 

usually concede to another who is more passionate. He also states that this person 

expects to be 'paid back' later. Committees, therefore, can run smoothly within such 

'unwritten' codes of behaviour. It would appear, on the one hand then, that nobody 

would bother coming to the meetings if there was no personal payoff. On the other 

hand, however, Sartori (1987:237) claims that:  

substantive minorities (ethnic, religious, or other) that are inexorably beaten 
when decisions come to a majority vote find in committees the setting in which 
...their more intensely preferred claims stand a good chance of being consented 
to (Sartori, 1987:237).  
 

 
So in spite of the fact that sophisticated codes of decision-making depend upon certain 

knowledges and attributes to participate more effectively, Sartori claims, nonetheless, 

that ethnic and religious minorities stand a chance to win some ground in their particular 

claims due to their passionate nature. Gambetta too recognizes that this more passionate 

style of discussion is probably happening 'on the ground' more frequently than one 

which is '...governed by meticulous procedural rules' (Gambetta, 1998:20).  

 

Notwithstanding the misgivings of how committee meetings may or may not operate in 

some circumstances, with some so-called benefits for more passionate participants and 

minority groups, the viewpoints held by most promoters of democratic participation 

suggest the ‘elitist’ dimensions of radical activists in education. As Sartori (1987:231) 
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comments, the complexities and micropolitics of the committee system can be a 

deterrent for those without some previous knowledge, skill or status. Schudson (1997) 

too argues that: ‘…democratic talk is talk among people of different values and 

different backgrounds, it is also profoundly uncomfortable’ (Schudson, 1997:299). 

 

By contrast with Rizvi et al.’s view of participation, which approximates the religious 

ideal of ‘a communion of saints’ (Walzer, 1966), there are social benefits to be gained 

of a moderate type and amount of self-interest, that otherwise may not be possible. 

However, we can see the outcomes of being impassioned, especially morally 

impassioned as, for a number of decades now, education debates and 'change agents' 

continue to generate the notion of 'institutional failure' on the basis of moral ideals such 

as 'social justice', 'equity' and 'participatory democracy'. 

 

Passion usually generates more energy and consequently more effort in the decision-

making processes, mainly due to the use of 'sometimes' less formal structures and 

'bargaining' styles of decision-making. Sartori states:  

In the final analysis, and all other conditions have been made equal, who is 
intense is active; who is active wins over the inactive; and only small groups are 
likely to be durably intense and active, over time, on global sets and sequences 
of issues (Sartori, 1987:227). 

 
 
This situation would appear to be the case in the way that parents’ aspirations, those of 

critics, and AR advocates have been formally adopted within Education Queensland's 

policy initiatives.  

 

Nonetheless, in the case of co-opting moral imperatives within decision-making 

processes, Shklar (1984) succinctly helps us to understand some of the negative aspects 

 220



of this situation. 'The striving for religious or religious perfection is interminable, and 

the demand for greater fidelity is ever more exigent' (Shklar, 1984:49). She hints that 

attempts to 'fix' a problem, (assuming there is a problem), can actually make it worse, as 

'...the only weapon against it is to insist on even greater efforts, which in turn 

encourages the very vice that is to be extirpated' (Shklar, 1984:49). An instance of this 

circularity would be the constant calls by critics to re-arrange the school's structural, 

bureaucratic arrangements in the name of its ‘moral’ refurbishment. 

 

However, instead of individuals and groups trying to re-form educational structures to 

accommodate more democratic participation, as our critics and AR advocates suggest, 

the lesson of this thesis has been that the opposite is closer to reality: individuals are 

formed through disciplinary measures contained within the school and the family. These 

are directly associated with ‘technologies of the self’' (Foucault, 1988). Therefore, 

schooling cannot be subject to a single ethical form of evaluation according to how 

democratic it is. The numerous ways of defining, problematizing, organizing and 

governing 'the self' are too complex an undertaking to reduce to such simple formulae.  

 

However, the tendency to place social authority in the individual moral personality or 

human willpower, either as a `pseudo-expert’ or as `change agent’, suggests some 

tensions between `the private’ formation of the self and `the public’ domain of 'many' 

selves. What seems to be missing here is an understanding of how we are constructed as 

individuals through various person-forming technologies, techniques and forms of 

classification built up over time, and the involuntary statist purposes and organization of 

the schooling system. Alternative accounts will now be used to illuminate the TELSS 

case study witness's testimony about the expertise of participation, and some of the 
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person-forming technologies used to enhance participation, but using non-political 

means. By taking a closer look at the mundane aspects of participation, or what appears as 

‘invisible’ to many, we can understand some further complexities of it which call attention 

to why it is such a demanding aspiration. This 'low ground' description of participation 

will highlight why the ‘democratic deficit’ model of schooling, which Rizvi’s and 

Marginson’s commentary replicates, is not very helpful. 

 

5.3 Personal qualifications for responsible participation 

Instead of presuming that parents, and teachers too, can behave in Utopian ways where 

they can be their own rational self and act in a perfectly harmonious manner, let us now 

take a closer look at an example of this 'pre-supposed' behaviour. In other words, what 

would parents (and teachers to a degree), have to be like in order for them to both want 

to, and be able to, participate effectively in local decision-making?  

 

In posing this 'how?' question concerning participation and its ethical demands, Minson 

(1993) suggests that there are two components to this process of gaining certain 

impersonal dispositions needed for participatory governance. `Two sets of practical-

ethical concomitants of democratic-participatory organisation are singled out: a self-

disciplinary or ascetic dimension and a pragmatic or negotiatory dimension’ (Minson, 

1993:190). Minson suggests that the republican ideal of working towards the common 

good is complex when it comes down to decision-making. He states:  

Participation in a democratic organisation … requires the cultivation of a definite 
ethical competence and style through which, at the same time, organisations 
conduct their business and persons conduct themselves within these organisations 
(Minson, 1993:202). 
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Van Vree (2002) maintains: 'Gathering together in order to talk and come to decisions 

about the common future has become an increasingly important means of social 

integration' (van Vree, 2002:4). It is mainly the technical, bureaucratic and architectural 

structures of meetings which have enabled members to attain certain expertise and 

appropriate behaviours. This reliance upon bureaucratic means to civilize persons 

highlights its symbiotic links to self-government, as well as gaining a higher status or 

rank. As van Vree states: 'Discussions, decisions, negotiations, deliberations in groups 

are barely researched as behaviours which change along with the changes in the balance 

of power between people (van Vree, 2002:4). Initially, however, we will concentrate on 

some of the negotiatory dimensions of participation, which will include the formalities 

and procedural knowledges required to be a participating, decision-making parent or 

teacher. We will then consider the self-disciplinary or ascetic dimensions of participation.  

 

Procedural knowledges required in the decision-making processes are complex, 

demanding and rule-ridden. They are outlined in numerous books and articles for 

fledgling participants. Some well known reference books include: Renton's Guide for 

Meetings (1992); Parliamentary Procedure in Action (Westminster Model), a 

Participant’s Notebook used by Toastmasters International within its Success 

Leadership Series, and Towards Better Meetings by David Shaw (1984), which is 

recommended by Rostrum clubs throughout the country.242 These clubs provide training 

in effective public speaking, chairing of meetings, as well as meeting procedures. 

                                                 
242  Rostrum is yet another mostly ‘voluntary’ organization which has clubs throughout the 
country. It offers people from all ages and occupations the chance to develop their skills in 
public speaking. See Rostrum NSW [online], viewed 21st May 2004, 
<http://www.nsw.rostrum.asn.au>.  
The National Voice of Youth competition is also part of Rostrum’s schools programme for high 
school students. See also <http://www.nsw.rostrum.asn.au/voy.htm>. 
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Renton offers us a detailed account of meeting procedures which has been used 

extensively throughout Australian government, employment and tertiary institutions for 

many decades. It is designed mainly for voluntary organizations that are not 'governed 

by statutory enactments'. This includes school committees. It illustrates the formality of 

meeting procedure and acceptable conduct for those who wish to attend meetings, as 

well as those who are called upon to run meetings within such organizations.  

 

According to Renton, the decision-making process involves two stages. There is debate 

or discussion firstly, '...on a specific proposal, to let those attending the meeting arrive at 

the desired unified view; and the vote [is taken] at the end of the debate, to ascertain that 

view' (Renton, 1992:4). However, before any such debate can take place, there are 

certain procedures which need to be known beforehand, then followed. Renton 

maintains: 'Persons familiar with procedure have a great advantage over others in 

successfully making their views felt at meetings' (Renton, 1992:xv). Furthermore, he 

suggests that those who are not familiar with such techniques will inevitably cause 

frustration for others, misunderstandings and consequent 'time wasting' (Renton, 

1992:xvii). So we can see here that successful participation depends to a certain extent 

upon some procedural knowledge. 

 

Meeting formalities may vary according to organizational arrangements and individual 

cases. However, the principles of meeting procedure usually follow `a reasonably 

standard' traditional format (Renton, 1992:1). Nonetheless, Shaw (1984) illustrates 

some particularities of 'the meeting' according to its type. He suggests that knowing the 

type of meeting will dictate the preparation required by particular office bearers. So 
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some questions which need to be addressed are: What is the purpose of the meeting? Is 

it a business and committee meeting or a special working party committee? Is it an 

ordinary general meeting or a special annual general meeting? Who takes responsibility 

for what and when? How much time should be allotted for each item on the agenda? 

 

One of the TELSS parents explains how her preferred form of participation became 

possible only by becoming an Executive member of the P&C. Her 'self' expression was 

unable to carry her through this difficult task, nevertheless. In agreement with Sartori's 

(1987) account of the the complexities of the committee meeting, Schudson's (1997) 

warning of their profound discomfort for some, and van Vree's (2002:4) account of the 

personal growth and status gained from doing such activities, this parent relied heavily 

upon learning the formalities and procedural knowledges required of her, beforehand: 

I could have got out of it and passed the Chair to one of the other executive 
members with more experience to handle it, but I felt this would be a real 'cop 
out'. So for me this wasn't an option. I spent a lot of time making sure I knew 
the correct procedure for running a meeting. I bought a book on the subject of 
running meetings, which I studied front to back.  I was given other reading 
material by a friend on controlling a meeting. I sought advice from others and I 
made sure on the evening of this event, I went into the meeting with confidence 
and a degree of excitement at the prospect of achieving something that to others 
may seem simple, but to me in the early days of my involvement, would have 
been terrifying and impossible (TELSS parent). 
 

 

We can note the self-disciplinary and specific knowledge dimensions of holding such a 

position, as well as finding the instruments which enable self-management and 

leadership to happen more effectively. This parent’s ‘self-formation' also changed over 

time, through her ongoing application of this knowledge.  
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Some of the Procedural Priorities that such a participant would have to learn rather 

quickly are outlined in the Participant's Notebook used by Toastmasters International 

(p.9). They include: 1. Calls for a quorum; 2. Points of order (last first); 3. Dissent 

motions; 4. Personal explanations; 5. Procedural motions (last first); 6. No confidence 

motions; 7. Amendments to substantive motions; and finally, 8. Original substantive 

motions. The standard 'agenda and motions' for meetings are described on page 8. They 

include: 1. Call to order; 2. Apologies; 3. Minutes of previous meeting; 4. Matters 

arising from minutes; 5.Correspondence; 6. Matters arising from the correspondence; 7. 

Financial report and payments; 8. Reports; 9. Motions of which notice has been given; 

10. General business; and 11. Closure. 

 

Renton differs slightly from the abovementioned procedures, as he includes the 

welcoming of participants and an official introductory session. This is followed by a 

'notice convening the meeting' to ensure that all present are 'at the correct meeting' (p.8). 

Renton also includes the election of new members; sub-committee reports or reports 

from delegates; guest speakers, and notice of the next meeting. He also gives a detailed 

description of the roles of the Treasurer, the Chairperson, who has 'full control of the 

meeting', aided by the Secretary, who can '..assist the Chair in the effective conduct of 

the meeting' (Renton, 1992:7). This role of apparently formal decorum plays an 

important part in democratic settings if well performed, in putting newcomers at their 

ease, whilst informing them via introductions to office holders, and ‘who’s who’ at the 

meeting.243 The necessary personal capacities required to act as Committee Secretary 

would include the abovementioned procedural knowledges, as well as other skills.  For 

instance, the secretary could also possess particular book-keeping skills which become 
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indispensable to the smooth running of the meeting and its  documentation. This 

situation also allows us to see the dispersed nature of personal attributes across 

individuals at a particular meeting. Furthermore, democratisation can be seen as a 

distribution of bureaucratic procedures in a dispersed way, but also as distinct.  As 

previously mentioned, participation's preconditions include 'personal capacities' for 

civility, such as manners. These capacities aren’t necessarily bureaucratic, as the family 

plays a role in inculcating them, hopefully in conjunction with the school.244  

 

Nonetheless, this situation also suggests that attending formal meetings requires fairly 

developed skills and manners which would 'preclude' many from participation. 

Historically speaking, this included females. As van Vree instructs: 'Until long after the 

Middle Ages, unrelenting rules forbidding women to take part in meetings of courts of 

justice, guilds, churches and towns remained valid (van Vree, 1999:25). Even now, he 

claims: 'If one can speak of a leeway or organizational disadvantage for women in 

relation to men, it was, and still often is, in the sphere of meetings' (van Vree, 

1999:257).245 As all of the TELSS participating parents were female, is it any wonder 

that their participation proved somewhat difficult at times? As time is also a precious 

commodity for both teachers and parents,246 it would seem that initial instruction in 

these procedures could be considered first, if institutions were really serious about 

increasing the participation of school members within its local decision-making 

processes.   

                                                                                                                                               
243  Fuller (2003) also claims: 'When a secretary guarding the somebody in an inner office asks: 
"Who are you with?" she's probing for your connections in order to evaluate your rank' (Fuller, 
2003:54).  
244  See Shelley Gare’s article, ‘The Death of Manners’, The Weekend Australian Magazine, 
May 22-23, 2004, pp.16-21. 
245  Van Vree states that this 'impressive fact' should gain 'more attention from students of social 
sciences', and in particular, 'from researchers in the field of linguistic differences between 
women and men' (van Vree, 1999:257). 
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But if decision-making requires one set of stakeholders' aspirations or wishes to be 

weighed up against another's, how then can this be done in a conflict-free or harmonious 

way? The social justice model appears as an ideal which suggests that `unequal' persons 

require `unequal' or `different' treatment. As we have noted in Chapter Two, and the 

discussion on committees so far, mainly 'self-interest' and a lack of harmony amongst 

subjects is closer to the reality. However, if we recall Sartori's comments, using 

'bargaining' styles of decision-making (Sartori, 1987), those who are passionate are 

active, and will usually win over the 'inactive'. Furthermore, he states: 'and only small 

groups are likely to be durably intense and active, over time, on global sets and 

sequences of issues' Sartori (1987:227).  

 

It appears that the critical community’s increasing influence upon the direction of the 

educational institution, via its morally driven agenda, looks as though it increases as it 

promotes incessant needs for change. Are teachers less likely to be listened to than other 

members of the school community when it comes to important decisions about their roles 

and responsibilities? As Gitlin et al. (1992:6) suggest, teachers' expertise is often 

overlooked in preference to other forms of educational expertise. Their boundaries are 

also determined through institutional arrangements, such as those of the Teacher's 

Union and the Public Servants Act.  But could it also be that more passionate, 'activist' 

teachers usually win over the 'inactive' (Sartori, 1987)? Recalling Elliott: 'AR emerged 

when teachers actively engaged in `reflective practices’ as a means of individual and 

group ‘empowerment’ within a climate of unwelcome official policy decisions' (Elliott, 

1991:111). However, in keeping with Shklar's account (1984:49), and anecdotal 

evidence from some senior school administrators within the case study, ever-changing 

                                                                                                                                               
246  See TELSS Teacher's and Parent's survey results and Parent interviews for accounts of the 
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attempts to rectify 'perceived' problems can actually exacerbate the conditions that are 

targeted for reconstruction. The possibility is that reform initiatives, particularly 

adopting such quasi-democratic themes outlined within AR, can actually spiral out of 

control and take on a momentum of their own.   

 

Connelly and Clandinin (1988:98) too argue that unless teachers know 'the directions 

and relative strengths of forces influencing their profession', they cannot expect to 

achieve professional autonomy or the status that they require. They claim that teachers 

who ignore educational research, in particular, risk 'being overruled in their work by 

others' (p. 98). Connelly and Clandinin also predict some outcomes for teachers: 

their lack of specific knowledge creates a vacuum that others - trustees, 
researchers, administrators, parents, consultants, publishers, and students - 
eagerly fill, having been promoted by default on the part of the teacher to the 
rank of experts (Connelly and Clandinin, 1988:98). 
 

 
This is increasingly the case for teachers, as we noted in Chapter Three. In that chapter, 

we saw how the classroom door had been flung open to the 'total school' by the federal 

government during the 1970s. Decades later, the teacher who tries to make their practice 

'invisible' to the community is perceived to be a problem by their peers and educational 

authorities. As we have seen, the total school now includes: state-wide parent groups, 

the workplace, the university, the AR network, the Health Department and its related 

agencies, the Police Department, as well as anyone who can make it to a school 

meeting. Is it any wonder then that during the TELSS program, many teachers seemed 

determined to 'keep the door shut to outsiders' wherever possible, particularly those 

drawing on their inflated political expectations?  

 

                                                                                                                                               
time restrictions placed upon these participants. 
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An instance of this happening was mentioned by a senior staff member during the 

programme.  Parents are usually only at high school for a limit period, that is until their 

student/s finish their schooling. The school staff are left then to accommodate an ever-

changing cohort of parents, which includes all of their diverse aspirations. Sartori claims 

that:  

whoever enters an institutionalized group is likely to assume the time 
perspective of the institution. Thus a group is durable - regardless of its actual 
rate of turnover - when its members act as if they were permanent. What counts 
is the expectation (Sartori, 1987:2280). 

 
 
School staff, however, still feel the pressures of meeting too many expectations (Stewart 

and Knott, 2002:8). 

 

However, the parent case study also indicated that there was little consideration given to 

parents when it came to meeting times for important school debates.  Decisions had to be 

made whether to have meetings immediately after school when it was best for teachers, or 

whether to have them at night when it was best for parents.  Invariably there were very few 

parents who could attend meetings due to their afternoon time allocations. Teachers were 

seen to need more consideration due to the pressures and stresses of their work. But 

parents worked too. So social justice can only exist when a `trade off' of competing 

expectations/rights occurs. Some reasons why it cannot always exist is because of these 

differing positions or roles, which bestow different responsibilities.  

 

In the day-to-day 'continuous' flow of decision-making (Sartori, 1987:224), particularly 

within the organization of a school, personnel have to weigh up one set of stakeholders' 

demands and rights against another's constantly. This occurs frequently in mundane 

decisions regarding timetabling, curriculum, meeting times, or making decisions about 
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whether to hold meetings at all. So even though both school and home are held responsible 

for the welfare of students, nevertheless, these are realized in quite different ways, as we 

shall see later in this chapter. 

 

Furthermore, numerous and quite varied decisions have to be made at monthly Parents’ 

and Citizens’ meetings. However, they are made within the context of the procedural 

framework of that particular setting (Shaw, 1984), and within the ‘mission statements’ 

and administrative frameworks of the schooling system itself. This requires a certain 

amount of knowledge about meeting procedures, as well as knowledge of the operations 

of that particular institution (Renton, 1992). A unification or realization of the political 

will of the ‘whole’ community (Rizvi, 1994) becomes difficult to imagine under such 

expectations and conditions, as ‘…organisations conduct their business and persons 

conduct themselves within these organisations’ (Minson, 1993:202). 

 

Minson (1993) also questions some historical sociologies of expertise. He suggests that 

if rationales for expert government are too closely associated with `... claims to positive 

scientific knowledge...’, which AR and PAR advocates resist, then one can overlook 

what he terms `...the ethical dimensions of the expert official’s pragmatic abilities’. For 

instance, there can be a range of situations in which differing decision-making results 

occur. Varying practical circumstances will necessitate the use of differing capacities, 

thus producing vastly different outcomes. So we can see another picture emerging here.  

It appears difficult to appeal to a `unified’ person who is self-determining, although this is 

the preferred AR alternative to traditional `positivist’ and `interpretive’ social science 

approaches. 
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So by their very nature, those who attend school committee meetings will become more 

familiar with procedures and customs and have their particular needs or wishes met. As 

more budget allocation meetings are necessary within decentralized schooling, more 

'self-interested' participants could attend them. But even though Sartori claims that the 

committee is one of the most productive ways to govern within small groupings, it is 

worth asking what the cost:benefits:risk ratio is in terms of 'time and fatigue' for 

teachers, students and parents in school-based decision making. In the instance of the 

TELSS project, many parents became disillusioned by the many hours spent on working 

committees, just to find that their efforts were in vain. To some, their input seemed 

obsolete in the final decision-making. Bishop and Davis (2002) cite Arnstein’s (1969)247 

view of the limitations allegedly inherent in the ‘consultation’ component of her 8 - step 

model of participation, to suggest that wherever there is no transfer of power between 

government and community, varying degrees of tokenism will result. This stance, 

nonetheless, suggests a lack of understanding of the ethico-technic-legal aspects 

associated with participation, which this chapter is trying to highlight. 

 

Whoever has the time, the skills, knowledge and the energy and interest to make it to 

the meeting, will obviously have a better chance to put their case forward. However, 

this situation has consequences for those who cannot do so for numerous reasons. This 

leads us to the paradoxical situation. As devolution processes are promoted as a means 

to include more local people in the decision-making processes, we find the opposite is 

actually the case. It is only those who do not find their increasing workloads a deterrent 

to attending yet another local school committee meeting, who can actually do so. It is 

only those who have some procedural knowledge and skills who persist in attending 

                                                 
247 See Sherry Arnstein’s (1969) representation of eight levels of citizen participation.  
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also, as Chapters Two and Four illustrate. Even if the abovementioned procedural 

formats suggest limited attempts at participation for many, it appears that there is hope 

still for those who do not have these formal skills, initially. It appears that sheer 

determination to be heard, particularly for females, can play an important role in the 

participation processes, as can optimistic assumptions about people acquiring altruistic 

dispositions through their involvement. The above-mentioned formal procedures of 

meetings, and the preferred and non-preferred behaviours required to participate in 

them, offers us just a glimpse of what is involved in this complex arena of school 

participation. The conclusion to be drawn here is that participation should be understood 

more as an 'elitist' ideal or 'minority' pursuit. In light of these results, is participation in 

decision-making by minority groups the best means by which they can alter their life 

circumstances, or attain better life outcomes?  

 

We continue to illustrate the gap between ‘the ideal’ of the participating parent, and one 

who has the capacities or disposition to become involved. These capacities include: the 

ability to speak publicly at meetings, having good manners, listening to others, offering 

a 'lack' of self-interest, even though the committee meeting, in particular, appears to 

lend itself to this form of behaviour. Skills required of participating parents, particularly 

in formal settings, also suggest that parents need to be fairly well educated. As the TELSS 

parent surveys affirmed, the responding parents were well educated and fairly experienced 

within their own career backgrounds.248 As suggested in Chapter Two, it is usually those 

who have certain skills that are able to continue.  

 

                                                 
248 In 'Parents' Perceptions of an Inner City Secondary School', parental responses to levels of 
formal education suggested that over one third of participating parents had University degrees or 
diplomas.  
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But if we consider the agents, efforts and resources required for the 'behaviour 

management' of students over many decades, as noted in Chapter Three, why would we 

imagine that other members of the school community could manage without behaviour 

management as well? We will now turn to what Minson (1993) terms the 'self-

disciplinary or ascetic dimensions' of democratic participation to see what is involved 

there too. Minson claims: ‘The democratisation of an institution is bound up with the 

institution of an ascetic regime of conduct’ (Minson, 1993:202).  

 

Learning the preferred social conventions of school meetings, in particular, or how to 

conduct oneself requires skill and practice. But it also requires abstinence from certain 

forms of behaviour as well. We will now discuss some of the ascetic dispositions, or the 

‘self-restraint’ aspects of personal behaviour which could contribute to successful 

decision-making-by-discussion. These include the importance of knowing how and 

when to speak, and sometimes more importantly, when not to, and learning how to read 

body languages, as well as being punctual.    

 

Gambetta (1998) describes some of the conditions of participatory decision-making in 

terms of the positive and negative behaviours of participants. He argues that the 

deliberative decision-making processes required within groups can minimally be 

described as conversations.  He claims that as conversation is central to discussion, then 

the ability to listen to others, as well as the opportunity to speak freely when 

appropriate, is a prime requirement of conversation. He suggests that learning to take 

your turn to speak at meetings is preferable to speaking over others, speaking all at 

once, or even shouting:  
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If agents show up late at meetings, pay no attention to one another's speeches, 
jump the queue, speak all at once, or shout when they have no argument, the 
conditions for deliberation are simply not there (Gambetta, 1998:20). 

 
 
In addition, there are other silent forms of communication. They rely more on the 

'observable' actions of participants as a form of understanding. This form of 

communication is described as 'body language' and according to some, can play a major 

factor in decision-making behaviour. The private knowledge and intentions of a speaker 

are transferred to a listener via 'observable' cues. Such 'private' cues include body 

gestures, poses, tone of voice etc. and result in a more powerful form of communication 

than the 'publicly stated' messages of the speaker. 

 

By way of illustration, one of the TELSS parents (18/10/95) describes how she decided 

to change her particular form of behaviour, from a more passionate style of discussion, 

to one of self-constraint. Her observations of the body language of others at a P & C 

meeting seemed to prompt her to adopt this 'ascetic' or self-governing mode of 

behaviour: 

In retrospect, it occurred to me that I was perceived as a troublemaker: who was I 
to think I could come up with a solution so quickly and brashly say so?  Where 
did I come from?  Whose barrow was I pushing?  What's my issue here?  In fact, 
the verbals did not convey their real response to me, the body language revealed 
this. The non-verbal behaviour was totally incongruent with the verbal response.  
It confirmed my initial assumption - I was perceived as a threat to this established 
body of people and was treated accordingly: with absolute deference. My 
envisaged style of parent participation was momentarily shattered. However, I 
realized then and there that the `softly-softly' approach of `if you can't beat `em' 
mentality was the only one to adopt in this case.  One has to know the rules of the 
game to play in the ball park to effect the necessary outcomes, with attitudinal 
change almost impossible to achieve without stepping onto the playing pitch 
(TELSS parent). 

 
 
For this particular parent, participation only became possible when she adopted a more 

congenial (or ‘softly-softly’) form of behaviour, which appeared more acceptable to 
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those who held key positions at the meeting.  In other words, this parent decided to 

modify her own conduct and submit to the more authoritative style of behaviour of 

office bearers who set the ‘rules of the game’. This parent’s participation resulted from 

the style and tactics of 'influence’ used by influential members at the committee 

meeting. These behaviours appeared to emanate  from the status of the office bearers at 

the time, as well as their preferred style of running the meeting.  

 

It would be fair to argue, however, that ‘juridical sovereignty’ or 'obedience to the laws' 

of the sovereign (Foucault, 1991:95) is important, but invisible or ‘taken for granted’ in 

many situations. As Renton (1996) suggests, and our TELSS parents’ behaviour 

indicates, most office bearers, depending upon their status and the responsibilities 

associated with them, are bound by legal rules and procedures through which social 

harmony is more likely to be maintained. For instance, self-reflection and self-

problematisation are site specific and can take many forms, depending on the 

negotiation skills required and the procedures which need to be used for the task. These 

issues will be discussed in 5.4 of the chapter. 

 

Nevertheless, Rizvi’s (1998) ideal view of participation as one of co-operation, trust and 

sharing, without any apparent need for structures, was not evident in the previous 

TELSS parent’s experiences of participation. But Gambetta (1998) cautions us to note 

the limited distribution of these dispositions across populations, ‘…(including the 

classes responsible for “administering” them)…’ (cf. Minson, 1993:202), adding that 

we cannot expect: 

the mix of dispositions that sustains fruitful deliberative conversations to exist 
everywhere. Attitudes toward conversation do not originate from democratic 
arrangements even though they can be shaped and controlled by them. They are 
likely to be by-products of a preexisting culture and may well be antithetical to 
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deliberation (Gambetta, 1998:20). 
 

 
Another TELSS parent's attempt to participate at a P&C Annual General Meeting for 

the first time coincides with Gambetta's comments above. She comments: 'My 

impression was that the people involved had been involved for some time.  They had the 

Parents' and Citizens' operating in a manner that suited them'.   

 

Gambetta also claims that an 'elementary form of co-operation' concerned with 'reasons 

rather than interests' is a pre-requisite to deliberative conversations. On the overall 

merits of deliberation, Gambetta, (1998:23) argues: 

 deliberation can facilitate compromise, improve consensus, and, through 
consistency, disseminate principles in public life. Principles, in turn, are likely 
to improve distributive justice and provide better outcomes for weaker groups, 
which would be penalized under a pure bargaining system (Gambetta, 1998:23). 

  
 

However, he cautions us against perceiving 'knowledge' in universal or holistic terms 

(Gambetta, 1998:25); that is, as a natural attribute of individuals within a population. 

 

Conversely, there are types of dispositions which are antithetical to deliberative 

decision-making. These may not be so limited. In the case of ‘pre-existing’ cultures, the 

‘re-shaping’ of individuals is an on-going and somewhat difficult task. For instance, 

Gambetta describes a particular form of behaviour which is used to ‘belittle’ or save 

face. He suggests that 'Claro!' is a general term, which in Spanish translates as: 

"Obvious!" or "I knew it all along!" or "Nothing you say surprises me!" (Gambetta, 

1998:20).249 This form of behaviour from parents was not obvious at any school 

meetings attended. However, administration staff consciously applied these tactics to 

                                                 
249 Gambetta claims that this form of behaviour is used especially within Latin American 
cultures, although it is probably typical of many. 
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parents at some of their meetings as an explicit disciplinary measure. Even so, it is not 

beneficial if ‘egoism’, or those with very strong opinions on everything, personifying 

the typical ‘know it all’, were not able to curb their behaviours for the overall benefit of 

others at a meeting.  

 

5.4 The TELSS Case Study 

We will now use case study material to identify some of the 'institutional and technical 

practices...through which forms of individuality are specified and governed' (Rose, 1990). 

The ethical self-development of parents in the project was accomplished in several 

diverse ways.250 The development of parents' skills occurred mainly via support from 

other parents, QUT personnel, Parent Development Officers, some teachers, the parent 

liaison worker at the school, and attendance at numerous school meetings and the 

occasional conference. These meetings were held by the school, QUT, QCPCA, the 

school's P & C, and by the Education Department. The departmental meetings occurred 

at regional offices, school support centres, as well as at Education House in Brisbane. 

The project's continuation also depended upon frequent meetings between coordinators 

and participants within each of the four sub-projects. Regular monthly Management 

Committee meetings were attended by some of the participants: the idea was to inform, 

whilst being informed.  

 

How then does the AR critique of bureaucracy as 'anti-human' hold up, if bureaucratic 

instruments and structures became the main 'means' of encouraging self-management 

for individuals within this particular school community? From the outset, participating 

parents were encouraged by the researcher to use available training personnel and 
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available technologies, such as diary keeping and reflective writing. As noted earlier, 

these Puritan methods of person formation (Walzer, 1966) are still adopted particularly 

in schools (Hunter, 1993b), and in our contemporary secular forms of government. 

Parents were encouraged to be informed, to record events, outcomes and perceptions, 

both individually or collaboratively.251 This was intimidating and new for some parents, 

whilst others maintained that it was useful. One parent describes the benefits of taking 

lots of notes and record keeping: 

This task enabled me to become more reflective. It gave me entirely different 
perspectives at times, and enabled me to see more clearly 'cause and effect'. 
More frequently now, I decline to come to a quick decision until I have had the 
opportunity of examining all the considerations. I have learned to 'listen' more 
positively and quietly to others and have found it is not necessary to put 
forward an opinion on every subject raised. I have learned to travel more 
slowly. 
 

 

In contrast to usual notions of participation, this parent's reflections remind us of 

Schudson's (1997:308) account, that conversation can sometimes be an 'impediment to 

democracy's fulfillment'.  

 

The TELSS parents also became students as they attended skilling workshops.  These 

were facilitated by a QUT teacher trainer who was also an AR consultant. With help 

from the senior research officer and myself, the QUT facilitator imparted 'preferred' 

normative behaviours during the first six-hour workshop (28-05-94). These techniques 

paralleled those used in the school's classroom, although there was a lot more room 

allocated to information sharing through group discussion. Some decision-making skills 

were developed, such as negotiation skills and group problem solving. Parents were also 

                                                                                                                                               
250  An account of how the parents increased their levels of participation, and the nature of it is 
outlined in 'Bridges and Broken Fingernails' (1998). 
251 Participating parents were encouraged to think in terms of collaborative action planning. 
From 1994 onwards, the small group of parents were introduced to a small booklet,  
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encouraged to be as informed as possible, especially in understanding current policy 

documents and issues which impacted on schools, generally.  

 

Ways to manage a meeting were modelled, using some group and interpersonal 

techniques. A mock meeting situation was organized during the follow-up meeting 

(09/06/94).252 Some ‘undignified’ behaviours were also role-played as a means to raise 

parents' awareness, as well as self-identification. This technique was seen to be useful as 

a means of enabling parents' self-management. The negative behaviour included: 

mismanaging (time), arguing, degrading behaviour, interjecting, over-participating, 

playing the expert, and not listening. There were many more. At the end of the workshop, 

parents and some teachers who attended were asked for their evaluations of the day. These 

were fed back to the participants at the beginning of the following workshop.   

 

It was suggested by some of the participants that time management within the group 

was a problem to be addressed. Some participants lamented the lack of structures which 

could help to keep things moving along. A more disciplined approach could therefore 

help to address more issues. They suggested that measures had to be taken to keep 

speakers on track. Keeping discussion within reasonable limits could improve the 

situation. But who decides what is a reasonable time? As Renton would suggest, it is the 

Chairperson of the meeting who has to exercise authority (which may of course lead to 

resentment). 

 

                                                                                                                                               
'Everyperson's guide to Collaborative Action Planning' (1991) produced by Howard Neilsen who 
was an educational AR consultant at the time. 
252 Mary Hoffman (2002) cites Gofman (1959) and Cooke (1987) in her descriptions of the 
usefulness of role playing and rehearsal as tools for developing ‘democratic’ skills. 
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During the first workshop, however, there was a lot of discussion about ways to replace 

negative institutional structures. They were seen by many to impede parents' 

participation. So the very technical instruments that parents identified as negative to 

consultative processes and wanted to replace were the very things that they were trying 

to install at the next meeting. This is an instance of the circular process of refinement 

which seems to go on ceaselessly within the 'change agency' and social justice 

discourses.   

 

In this instance, the expert consultant tried to shape the capacities for individual growth 

and self-mastery through self-problematisation. The facilitator used his feedback as a 

self-reflective reminder for parents when they were facilitating a meeting. The 

`decision-making’ parent then had to reflect upon some of the techniques that could be 

used to help shape a quieter self.  So even though the attendants appeared to prefer the 

time taken to discuss many issues themselves, they had to weigh this situation up 

against the time constraints of a meeting. Reflective listening skills were suggested as a 

means of gaining useful knowledge too. However, it was through the expertise of the 

facilitator that parents initially were initiated into the complex world of group decision-

making and the requirements of participatory behaviour. It was there that they gained 

some 'self' confidence to act in their preferred modes of participation. 

 

As we have just noted from Gambetta (1998), conversation is central to discussion, 

particularly within deliberative decision-making processes. As described by Bishop and 

Davis (2002), contemporary local government bodies increasingly include public 

participation through discussion in the formulation of future policy directives. However, 

the romanticized image of democracy as a necessary dialogue or conversation between 
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equals, which appears central to critics’ and AR advocates’ pronouncements, cannot be 

an ideal for assessing and correcting the status quo. Even though the AR network has 

the capacity to develop certain attributes, such as self-examination through self-

reflection, nonetheless, it does not go far enough to explain the site-specificity of these 

habits, and the painstaking efforts needed to acquire them. 

 

For instance, there is a contrast between informal types of discussions which take place 

between friends, and the more formal procedures required of democratic participation. 

Formal meetings perform public administration duties, whilst at informal meetings, one 

can discuss and manage private aspirations. These differences are never mentioned by 

critics or some AR advocates in their ‘one size fits all’ promotion of more 

democratically organized schools. However, one of the TELSS parents describes these 

differences in her initial attempts at participation:  

In stark contrast, it was so easy to speak at an informal meeting of parents at a 
parent's home - where everyone felt comfortable in talking freely about the 
issues concerning them in a lively, relaxed way. This day crystallised for me 
one of the main to parent participation in high schools - how can we preserve 
the ideas and ideals that arise with the ease of parents simply talking together 
about their students, when it becomes necessary to communicate these same 
ideas in more formal settings of Parents' and Citizens' (P&C) committee 
meetings, school forums, etc.? 

 
 
So we can see it is not the fact of having a conversation which enables increased 

participatory democracy to occur. Among many other things, it is the content and 

delivery of conversation, or knowing when to refrain from it, within the procedural 

arrangements of the particular meeting, which allows meaningful participation to occur. 

 

As Schudson (1997) suggests, and our case study highlights, the contemporary 

‘democratic’ drive towards ever-increasing urges to ‘have a say’ does not take into 
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account the variations in techniques or styles of conversation required for participation, 

and how they are governed by structures usually outside the influence of single 

individuals. Schudson points out that the types of conversations required within 

participatory democratic arrangements depend upon ethical norms. These are shaped by 

existing institutional frameworks or structures (Schudson, 1997:305).  

 

From this description of some of the positive behaviours and techniques or styles 

required within deliberative decision-making, as well as some negative dispositions to 

overcome, we can see the courageous universal assumptions made by critics and AR 

advocates about what participants are like, or should be like, if only the bureaucratic 

hierarchy would let them be. However, let us reflect upon the interrelationships between 

adopting and applying techniques of the body/mind to personal growth, status and 

subsequent power (van Vree, 2002). 

  

Skilling workshops and professional development became necessary for parents, teachers 

and principals253 to bridge these institutional boundaries, and to develop new forms of self-

governance. So rather than feeling liberated or emancipated, as suggested in AR 

discourse, most of the project’s parents were disheartened and exhausted. Personal and 

group development associated with this AR project became a necessity to overcome the 

perceived barriers of parent participation. But this only became a reality for them when 

they went outside the school grounds to form productive partnerships with Education 

Department personnel, University staff (particularly an AR expert), QCPCA members 

and other parents, then passed on important information gained through their research. 

                                                 
253 Ironically, the school’s principal had moved to head office to help set up formal structures 
within the department as a means to professionally develop Queensland’s Government School 
Principals.   
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So a group of unintended and perceived 'nobodies' were motivated to become 

'somebodies'.  As Fuller (2003) asserts: 

imagine a few nobodies, unaffiliated with any existing identity group, joining 
the Parade of Invisibles, falling in behind a phalanx of people with [similar] 
disabilities. At first, there is only a trickle of them. ... The contingent of 
nobodies slowly swells; the trickle becomes a stream (Fuller, 2003:141). 

 

The positive 'effects' of rankism in certain circumstances are quite pronounced. The 

participating parents changed significantly, however, from the time they filled out the 

Parent Survey to when they took up formal positions within the P&C. They had turned 

around from a lack of interest or a willingness to participate in formal school structures 

such as P&C meetings, to actually help create a base for involvement of more parents, 

through changing the forms of their own participation. For instance, in accordance with 

the AR tradition, those participating parents were constantly encouraged to be informed, 

to record events, outcomes and perceptions, both individually or collaboratively. It 

seemed intimidating and new for some, whilst other parents suggested it was useful. It 

soon became obvious that participation requires capacities, and that these were unequally 

available. However, it was only when parents recognized their own needs for personal 

development and skills through various forms of expertise that their successful 

participation became possible. But did successful participation occur through parents’ 

`self-expressiveness’ or their `humanness’? In fact, a lack of self-restraint was a 

deterrent to participation. Contrary to popular belief, changing the structure of their 

participation was dependant upon expertise and available instruments. 

 

Setting further limits to the Utopian ideal of participation, we will now discuss the para-

legal expertise required in schools, the rights and duties of the various social agents, 

including the consultative ethos of leadership, and role specific problems related to 
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personal status. These are the terms in which I shall point out some of the limits to 

participation, and hence indicate problems encountered in governmental initiatives, 

together with the terms used to promote them.  

 

5.5 Further limits and boundaries of participation 

Within one community of teachers, parents and students, there are differing job 

descriptions, roles and responsibilities pertaining to each status. The important thing to 

note here is that each person at a meeting has a certain capacity with a corresponding 

social status. It is not the person that is the subject of rights, but their status. Individuals 

also bear many statuses T.H. Marshall (1963) suggests: 

...status emphasizes the position, as conceived by the group or society that 
sustains it, and role emphasizes the person who occupies the position.  Status 
emphasizes the fact that expectations (of a normative kind) exist in the relevant 
social groups, while role emphasizes the items which make up the behaviour 
that is expected (T.H. Marshall, 1963:211). 
 
 

This is where the lack of ‘common unity’ becomes apparent, and where the various civic 

duties and capacities of education stakeholders, together with the legal aspects of 

schooling, present some complexities for understanding ‘democratic’ participation.  

 

So what can a public decision-making body within the school do to contain an 

individual who has a minority opinion about the school's curriculum offerings? This 

usually happens when individual parents are mostly concerned about their own child’s 

welfare. This is their private privilege and duty. This situation offers us an opportunity 

to explore the possible impasse which exists because of the varying roles of individuals 

within the school. It also highlights the importance of having the skills to deal with such 

circumstances in a proper and skilful manner.  
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Furthermore, what if there were many parents attending a meeting who all thought that 

their own aspirations and agendas should be attended to? The underlying premise of 

liberalism suggests that they can be, and as noted in Chapter One, the education 

department and some of its personnel, as well as key political figures, have promoted 

this stance on participation and partnerships, as well (Department of Education, 

Queensland, 1990a; Goss, 1994; Peach, 1994). As Judith Shklar (1984:48) states: 

'Liberals are particularly liable to be charged with [hypocrisy] because, they are given to 

compromise'. Some TELSS parents found this particular situation difficult to understand 

at the time: 

It is my students' desire and therefore, on my `Agenda' for my daughter to be able 
to study French at a Senior level. One parent has a student who has lived in 
Quebec and speaks French fluently.  As this student will be unable to continue 
her French studies in Years 11 and 12, she intends to leave the school. The 
unfortunate aspect is that one of her parents is the new Principal. He has no 
choice but to abide by the decision made by an Acting Principal just prior to 
leaving the school (`AGENDAS',18/10/95). 

 
 
In this instance, we see how the individual parent's aspirations collide with the demands 

and requirements of the school as an institution. The school takes into account the 

subject selection and timetabling for the whole school's population of students, rather 

than just individual students. The abovementioned parent's concerns, however, are 

stated in a way which suggests some bargaining skills. We can also note here the ethical 

attributes required of a school principal who was unable to use his power of veto to attain 

personal preferences for his/her own child’s welfare. The abovementioned situation 

highlights the various positional statuses of those who come to the decision-making 

table. For instance, senior school personnel can be parents at the same school too. So 

here we can note not only the possibility of differing positional statuses between different 

members of the community, but different statuses for the same individual, which was my 

own experience. 
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Such differentiation presents some of the difficulties associated with political-moral rights 

claims to democratic participation. For instance, parents are encouraged to desire the best 

possible education for their child as a social right to `live a full life according to prevailing 

social standards' (Marshall, 1963). But we find this encouragement is pitted against the 

legal domain of the school, as schools are placed within a legal/institutional context. 

 

As mentioned previously, `governmentality' is at the heart of fostering relations between 

schools and families. In their desire for the best for their children, conflicting rights claims 

in an educational setting can be based on concerns for a quality education and its delivery.  

John Dayton (1993) notes such comments: 

...it is ultimately in the public's best interests that all children have access to a 
quality education. A strong argument can be made that when adequately 
educated children become adults they are more productive, pay more taxes, 
enhance the nation's international competitiveness, commit less crimes, and 
require fewer social services (Dayton, 1993:324). 
 

 
This issue, I would argue, is at the core of competing rights claims between middle-class 

families and schools.  

 

Tensions as well as conflicting rights claims have resulted between members of the school 

and families. This can occur when compromise is suggested between `...[the family's] 

autonomy and responsibility for its own members and destiny' (Donzelot, 1979:129), and 

the State's removal of students `...from the protection and control of their parents during 

school hours...', (Queensland Teachers' Union, 1990:8).254 For instance, the school (on 

behalf of the State): `...must take over those obligations of which their parents have been 

                                                 
254  See <http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/doem/sindex/p-ind.htm> for Legal and 
Legislation information on the status of parents, students and teachers. 
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deprived, including the obligation to take reasonable care for the safety of the students' 

(Queensland Teachers' Union, 1990:8). 

 

King and Piper (1990) hint at the role that families play in desiring the best for their 

children, which coincides with those of the state: 

...the law `knows' children through the parent or parents.  Parents have legal 
rights, duties and responsibilities. These not merely empower the parents to take 
decisions about their children's lives, but they are the very threads which the 
law attaches to people who become legal parents, jerking them into response 
when things go `wrong; in the child's life. With very few exceptions, the child's 
`wrongness' - its inappropriate, abnormal or illegal behaviour - is seen as the 
responsibility of its parents. In legal terms these parents have failed to exercise 
their rights or perform the duties and responsibilities that have been attached to 
them through the medium of legal parenthood (King and Piper, 1990:48). 

 

King and Piper (1990) also discuss the relationship between uses of the law and the `psy' 

expert to analyze the parent-child relationship. They state that to see this arrangement only 

in terms of `...increasing the nature and scope of intervention in the family, ...is to ignore 

the important differences between the legal and psychological discourses and the 

relationship between them' (King and Piper, 1990:47).   

 

Disputes do occur between parents, teachers, and at times, the Education Department. 

Depending upon circumstances, these disputes can result in civil rights claims. These 

disputes are either settled by group discussions amongst stakeholders, through arbitration 

within the Department, determined by the courts of law, or agreement can be reached via 

industrial negotiation with unions. These instances are examples of conflicting rights 

claims between members of a school community, and what is at stake in claiming 

individual rights. Claiming individual rights officially, through such means as legal 

precedent or arbitration is one way to gain recognition.  

 

 248



Sungaila and Swafford (1988) claimed in the late 1980s, that regarding educational legal 

issues, custom plays a vital role: 

...it is custom law not the rule of law which has hitherto sustained order in 
educational systems, the term "custom" used in the anthropological sense of 
cultural tradition or habitual form of behaviour (Seymour-Smith, 1986).  
Surprisingly little is known about this custom law in education, about the 
constituent elements of myth, ritual and taboo and ordering principles.  True, 
meaning and purpose in education, how attitudes and actions are ordered and 
legitimized, and control mechanisms in education systems have been discussed 
in terms of tradition, myth, ritual and taboo. ... The routines of daily life, the 
implicit rules, the cultural patterns discernible in frequent acts, and the 
distinctive nature of the whole culture (after Mitchell, 1979) remain largely 
unexplored (Sungaila and Swafford, 1988:42). 

 
 
In order for democratic rights to be claimed, there is the legal need to `identify where the 

rights lie,.. to determine whose rights should prevail' (King and Piper, 1990:69). In the 

extreme, this can lead to defamation suits by parents against school personnel. It appears 

that this is increasingly the case. 

 

By the mid-1990s, increased litigation played an increasing role in the way schools are run. 

For instance, the Queensland Education Department opened up more ‘mainstream’ student 

classes to those with Special Needs. As Kim Poiner (1996) claims: 

The most problematic area and the one giving rise to the most contentious 
litigation in the last year has been the insistence by some parents and advocacy 
groups that a particular child’s best interests are served by their full inclusion in 
the regular classroom when the department takes an opposing stance believing 
that the best interests of the particular child and any potential peers in the 
regular classroom will be best met by that child’s placement in a special facility 
(Poiner, 1996:144). 

 

Stewart and Knott (2002) claim, however, that: 'It is the common law action of the tort 

of negligence that has been most often used by students and others seeking redress for 

alleged harms' (Stewart and Knott, 2002:11). 
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In spite of the differences in awareness and knowledge and workloads between the various 

groups, we will now address some of the organizational requirements of those within the 

school grounds. By understanding the differentiation of roles and responsibilities of 

various educational personnel in a more historical, rather than disparaging manner, 

namely blaming ‘institutionalisation and bureaucratisation’ (McTaggart, 1984, 1991), we 

further indicate the complexities of participation, and ever more reasons for understanding 

its limits. 

 

5.6 Participation: rights, roles and responsibilities 

Departmental procedures and legal precedent have assigned certain rights, roles and 

responsibilities to various members within the school community.255 Parent/student/teacher 

rights are determined by a range of legislative provisions, which are usually claimed 

through systems of justice and arbitration.256 Teachers are legally required to perform 

their duties which act within the students' best interests, and sometimes this may appear 

as though the school is conspiring against parental power in many ways. But Common 

Law procedure has determined that when a parent sends their child to school, their parental 

rights towards that child are relinquished temporarily. `The authority of a State school 

teacher over a pupil is derived from the Crown, not by delegation from the parent' (Ramsay 

v. Larsen [18] Education - Schools). The teacher is employed by the state to take due care 

                                                 
255  See <http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/doem/sindex/p-ind.htm>. 
256 Robin Sullivan (1994), who later became the Deputy Director-General of Queensland's 
Education Department, cites several legal reform mechanisms incorporated into the management 
procedures, which had the effect of delineating and refining the appropriation of various rights to 
individuals and groups in the 1990s.  They included: The Judicial Review Act 1991; The Freedom 
of Information Act 1992; Equal Opportunity in Public Employment Act 1992; Anti-Discrimination Act 
1991; Commonwealth Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission; Workplace Health and 
Safety Act 1989; Family Law Matters; Duty of Care; Public Sector Management and Employment 
Act 1988; Statutes and the rules of the Supreme, District and Magistrates Court; Federal Court; 
Family Law Court and Administrative Appeals Tribunal. This ‘plethora of legislation’, delineated by 
Roger Scott (1994) in the previous chapter, caused many challenges and changes within the 
department.  
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of the pupil when at school.257 The rights of the child to be safe whilst at school are 

protected by a Duty of Care Agreement between the teacher and the state. Teachers have 

legal responsibilities set out within this `duty of care' agreement. During the early 1990s, it 

was outlined thus:  

(a) the teacher, whilst on duty, is obliged to act "in loco parentis" (i.e. in place 
of the parent); and (b) as the State, by law, removes students from the 
protection and control of their parents during school hours, the State must take 
over those obligations of which their parents have been deprived, including the 
obligation to take reasonable care for the safety of the students (Queensland 
Teachers' Union, 1990: 8).  

 
 
The state takes responsibility and is liable then for any injury to a pupil, if it has been 

proven through legal proceedings to result from failure on the part of the teacher.  With 

duty of care, there is negligence if three elements are established by the person seeking 

damages, one of them being `...failure to take care regarded by the law as reasonable in the 

circumstances;...' (Queensland Teachers' Union, 1990:8).   

 

The responsibilities that are bestowed upon the status of the teacher contrast sharply, 

however, with those of the participating parent, as we shall see. Some of the 

responsibilities for teachers are outlined in the following: 

 
 
 

                                                 
257  For instance, the teacher’s moment to moment activities include ‘duty of care’ for all 
students relating to workplace health and safety issues, risk management to prevent 
harassment and discrimination, disasters and accidents. Within the Department of Education 
Manual (DOEM), for instance, there are clauses relating to helicopter landings in school 
grounds, implications for schools regarding hydrated lime, poisonous plants, flammable liquids, 
mowers and slashers in schools, and parking in school grounds to name but a few. Teachers’ 
duties also range from performance assessment and reporting, student work experience and 
industry placements, to outdoor activities such as walking events, weight training, water 
activities, and student aircraft flying courses (e.g. Hillsdale High School). 
See<http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/doem/sindex/w-ind.htm#workplaceHealthAnd 
SafetyCurriculum>, viewed 12th April 2004. Also Department of Education Manual, Site Index: 
<http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/doem/sindex/1-ind.htm>. 
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Decisions of various courts emphasise the need for sound behaviour 
management and supervision skills in classrooms, laboratories and workshops, 
around school grounds and buildings, in sports activities, travelling to the home 
from school, and while on school excursions.  Incidents in these settings make 
up the majority of situations where injuries have occurred. The decisions of 
these tribunals serve to remind school staff of the parameters of their duty of 
care to those for whom they have some form of responsibility. It is a process 
that needs to be taken into account when school policies and practices are 
developed, implemented and reviewed. In brief, in order to ensure adequate 
safety, schools need to ensure that they establish and follow sound preventive 
legal risk management strategies (Stewart and Knott, 2002:11). 
 

 
The majority of `duty of care' cases relate to physical things, and not the learning provided 

for the child. However, this is now changing to include intellectual capacity. Drew 

Hopkins, barrister, solicitor and teacher, claims that negligence categories ‘are “never 

closed”’. In 1996, he states: ‘…the courts have not yet had the opportunity to determine 

whether a similar duty of care is owed with respect to the provision of an adequate 

education’ (Hopkins, 1996:111).  During the mid-1980s, however, a female high school 

student in New South Wales tested this premise, and successfully claimed her right to an 

‘intellectual’ education equal to that of her twin brother's through the Anti-Discrimination 

Act (Bailey, 1987).258  

 

In 2002, however, it seems that senior administrators are faced with much wider student 

concerns which now fall under the legal category of Duty of Care.  Stewart and Knott, 

(2002:10) state:  

While the extent of legal responsibility used to be mainly associated with 
children's physical welfare, this is no longer so. The duty of care...is now much 
more extensive, and covers matters on and off the school grounds as well as in 
and out of school hours. In addition, the duty covers the moral, intellectual and 
social well-being of students and, in many instances, other members of the 
school and its community. In brief, the policies and practices that exist in our 
schools are being increasingly challenged by those who feel their rights either 
have not been met or have been violated in some way.  And it is the law that is 
becoming the driving force to gain redress (Stewart and Knott, 2002:10). 

                                                 
258  See Melinda Leves' Case, July 1987. 
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Increasingly then the local parent community, as well as 'all levels of government', hold 

the teacher and the principal accountable for their 'organisational and professional 

responsibilities' (Stewart and Knott, 2002:6). This places an even greater burden of 

responsibility and workload upon them (Stewart and Knott, 2002:7).  They claim: 

...school administrators and classroom practitioners have had to adjust to new 
demands that are being imposed on them. This is taking place against a 
background of heightened community involvement in education and during a 
period that has witnessed increasingly strident demands for greater 
accountability in the profession (Stewart and Knott, 2002:xi). 

 
 
Consequently, school management is becoming much more complex and difficult within 

the ‘…rapidly changing and turbulent environments…’ and is further complicated by 

the greater responsibilities expected of school staff. As a consequence, they state that 

there has been ‘… a significant rise in stress-related illnesses among staff;... (Stewart 

and Knott, 2002:8). So there are lessons to be gleaned from the above discussion, 

particularly for the criticisms of 'teacher resistance'. We can now see that it is not just 

defensiveness which is implicated in their lack of involvement in participatory schemes. 

Recalling the reflections of one of the school's many Deputy Principals during the 

TELSS project: 'teachers are already busy people, may have study or other projects and 

commitments in addition to the normal teaching load. They simply couldn't give any 

more time'.259  

 

As Public Servants, teachers also face confusion in regard to interpreting certain codes 

of conduct. There are so many, as the Department Of Education Manual Internet Site 

Index reveals. As noted in Chapter One, education management was proposing a `values 

driven’ approach to its organisation to cut down on unwieldy `technical’ procedures. In 
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regard to the changes brought about by new managerialism, such as its 'enterprise of the 

self' theme, formal codes of conduct can create confusion for many public servants 

(Eastwood and Gillespie, 1994:208). Eastwood and Gillespie also maintain that ‘the 

effectiveness of any code of conduct is largely dependent on the goodwill of those to 

whom it is being applied’ (Eastwood and Gillespie, 1994:208). This position applies to 

the many and varied interpretations of AR discussed so far. In addition, these codes of 

conduct have to be individually interpreted, particularly within this ethos of 

entrepreneurial performance, where more formal bureaucratic ‘lists of duties’ seem to 

be passe.260 As if ‘dancing on a shifting carpet’, the new enterprising individual is 

expected to make moment by moment decisions about their personal conduct, and in 

relation to the greater public good, but without any formal directions it seems.261  

 

Managers and their staff are encouraged to behave in this manner, but within situations 

of increasingly blurred boundaries and public litigiousness.262 The outcome of this ethos 

surely leads to increased workplace insecurity (Rose,1999:157), as well as increased 

stress related illness.263 Anna Bodi, a member of the Centre for Workplace Culture 

Change, RMIT in Melbourne claims that large-scale workplace changes are 

overthrowing long-enduring organisational practices, particularly relationships, roles 

and boundaries (Bodi, 1997:intro), in preference for ‘the rhetoric and fad of 

                                                                                                                                               
259  Macpherson et al., ‘Reflections of Participants’, Ch11. 
260 On ABC's Radio National's The Business Report, 10082002, entitled 'Howard On Corporate 
Governance', John Howard appeared to prefer a more 'principles based approach' to corporate 
governance than a rules based approach. One of the commentators on that programme, 
Stephen Harrison, claims however, that although 'a damn good dose of ethics and integrity has 
to be injected into corporate management and corporate governance... there's too much 
evidence around of those leaders abdicating those responsibilities'. 
261  My experiences as an RA on the TELSS project could be ‘mostly’ summed up in this way. 
262  I was threatened with legal action by one of the school’s Acting Principals, as well as the 
President of the P&C Committee if a particular research paper was delivered at the up-coming 
AARE Conference in 1994. 
263 My experience in these types of working conditions resulted in a series of stress-related 
health problems.  
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empowerment’. In her conclusion, ‘What can we Learn?’, Bodi (1997, citing Shapiro, 

1995), claims this empowerment fad has been:  

a widespread phenomenon that can leave “both employees and their managers 
cynical, angry and thoroughly demoralized” (1995:81). She argues that many 
managers are fearful of relinquishing any decision-making power. She 
summarises this as an attitude of “empower them please (but not too much)”. 
This double message can be [as] destructive [as it is ambiguous] (Bodi, 
1997:190).  
 
 

She also claims that managers need to have ‘the courage’ to manage, which is the 

‘pilot’s art’, rather than the ‘autopilot’, particularly in the ‘Age of instant Answers’ 

(Bodi, 1997:191).   

 

Evidence of some of the downsides to this type of strategy are also highlighted by 

Maslach and Leiter, (1997). They claim: 'Burnout is reaching epidemic proportions’.  

Some of their reasons follow:  

The workplace today is a cold, hostile, demanding environment, both 
economically and psychologically.  People are emotionally, physically, and 
spiritually exhausted. The daily demands of the job, the family, and everything 
in between erode their energy and enthusiasm. The joy of success and the thrill 
of achievement are more and more difficult to attain. Dedication and 
commitment to the job are fading. People are becoming cynical, keeping their 
distance, trying not to let themselves get too involved (Maslach and Leiter, 
1997:1).   

 

So the ethos of getting workers at all levels ‘more involved’ in their workplace via 

strategies of ‘individual empowerment’, paradoxically, has had the opposite effect. 

Many personnel feel ineffectual, overloaded, insecure, misunderstood, undervalued, 

alienated, and often deal with ‘conflicting values’ in their workplace (Maslach and 

Leiter, 1997:10-16). Instead of blaming the worker for their 'job burnout', however, they 

claim:  
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It is a critical mistake to adopt this viewpoint and ignore burnout.  Burnout does 
affect the organization’s bottom line. It is not just an individual problem but 
much more than that. It is the employer’s responsibility to improve the 
organization, and it turns out that organizations can do a lot about burnout 
(Maslach and Leiter, 1997:65).   
  
 

Accountability belongs on the shoulders of the organization, particularly managers, 

contrary to the suggestions of Limerick et al., (2002:241). Having a ‘list of duties’ or 

defined responsibilities, as well as encouraging personal ‘detachment’ would also help 

to foster worker security and performance.  

 

It appears that the ‘organizational change’ advocates could take some responsibility for 

such negative outcomes as well. For instance, Chris Argyris264 states that ‘Despite all 

the talk and the change programs, empowerment is still mostly an illusion’ (Argyris, 

(1998:98). He further advises that ‘empowerment can run contrary to human nature, and 

[we must] be realistic about how to achieve and use it’ (Argyris, 1998:105). As well as 

increasing illnesses due to ‘unrealistic expectations’ and increased workloads in the 

workplace, the impact of increased school community expectations upon the school has 

led to increased accountability measures within these institutions, as well as ‘a 

withdrawal’ for some personnel.   

 

Stewart, a Senior Lecturer at QUT's School of Learning and Professional Studies, and 

Knott, a Partner at Macrossans Law Firm in Brisbane (2002:4), appear to accept the 

notion that structural and normative change in schools is necessary. They claim, 

however, that change is perceived by staff as a potential threat to autonomy and raises 

concerns about personal competence for some staff members. This often leads them 

                                                 
264  See ‘Empowerment: the emperor’s new clothes’, [online] 
<http://infotrac.galegroup.com/itw/infoma…0_A20567115&dyn=6!ar_fmt?sw_aep=griffith>. 
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‘...to seek refuge in traditional school practices’ (Stewart and Knott, 2002:4). They 

claim: 

...educators ...[are] in an almost endless quest for new knowledge and skills in 
order to meet their responsibilities. It is clear, too, that elements of theory, 
specialist knowledge and experience are all components needed by educators 
for this task. There is ample evidence, however, that the sheer range of 
specialised services principals and teachers are expected to provide makes it 
increasingly problematic for them to be adequately and appropriately prepared 
for their professional responsibilities. Moreover, this comes at a time when the 
work of both administrative and academic staff is being more rigorously 
scrutinised than ever before and at a time when they are being held to higher 
levels of accountability by school and local communities alike (Stewart and 
Knott, 2002:5). 
 

 
Eastwood and Gillespie (1994:207)265 state also that there is a growing sense of 

professionalism within public sector workers, particularly where ethical behaviour has 

been officially legislated. They insist that even though most public sector employees 

would not see themselves as professionals in the same way as say doctors or solicitors, 

there is a growing encouragement for them to perceive themselves as ‘professionals’ 

now. They claim: ‘Accordingly there has been a strong move over the past decade to 

support and entrench this increased professionalism by way of increasingly prescriptive 

legislation’, particularly via Queensland’s Electoral and Administrative Review 

Commission (EARC) recommendations in 1993 (Eastwood and Gillespie, 1994:207).  

 

We can note now how increased demands placed upon schools have consequently led to 

increased institutional regulations, rules and legal requirements of school staff, 

particularly for the principal. The legal domain of the school now requires a high level 

of understanding of the law by principals and teachers. Stewart and Knott argue: 

Accountability is, then, a reality for all Australian schools. One area in which 
educators are being held increasingly accountable is in relation to the legal 
matters that confront them on a regular, if not daily, basis (Stewart and Knott, 

                                                 
265  ‘Codes of Conduct for Public Officials: an Employee Perspective’. 
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2002:6). 
 
 

However, the combination of expertise, leadership and legal liability can be captured 

mainly in the figure of the principal. In spite of the Education Department's policy 

decisions to include all in the decision-making procedures, the role of principal as final 

decision-maker is an important aspect within the limits of participation. This appears to 

be the case, whether or not he or she adopts a more consultative style, which is an 

attribute of ‘leadership’.  

 

In his doctoral thesis on the role of school principals and the law, Douglas Stewart 

(1996:74) states:  

…school principals need to accept legal risk management as an integral part of 
their administrative, managerial or leadership responsibilities. The point has 
been emphasised that principals do not need to have law degrees but do need a 
level of legal literacy adequate to recognise what is, or what might become, a 
legal problem. In brief, principals need to introduce preventive law strategies as 
part of the day-to-day life of the school. Inevitably such strategies will 
necessitate changes to school routines and practices as well as to the attitudes of 
administrative and teaching staff (Stewart, 1996:74).  

 

More recently however, it appears that government legislation has promoted even 

‘greater powers for principals’ to overcome some student behavioural problems. School 

Talk (2004:15), just one of the many relays between Education Queensland and the 

wider parent body, states: 

Education Queensland advise that the Education (General Provisions) 
Amendment Act 2003 was passed by the Legislative Assembly on Wednesday, 
12 November, 2003. 
The Act provides clarified and greater powers to assist principals, Education 
Queensland and the non-state school sector to deal with individuals who disrupt 
the good order and management of a school, or who threaten the safety of staff 
or students in schools and was developed through the Safety in Schools 
Discussion Paper.266

                                                 
266 See also <www.legislation.qld.gov.au/LEGISLTN/ACTS/2003/03AC089.pdf>. 
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These descriptions of the responsibilities of the principal and the teacher, however, 

contrast sharply with those of the parent, in terms of legal liability.  

 

Let us now look at the rights of parents in terms of how the school perceived them 

during the early 1990s. According to the Department of Education Manual LL-08 

`Family Law Matters (Policy and Procedures)' re `Parents - rights and responsibilities', it 

is stated that: 

4.1 All parents, as guardians, have particular rights and responsibilities in 
relation to the education of their children. These rights and responsibilities may 
be altered by orders issued by the Family Court of Australia. 

 

In fact, there were altered in June, 1996, with Rights and Responsibilities ‘prior to 11 June 

1996, as well as those introduced from that date. Then and now, it seems that in the case of 

parent participation in schools, parents (who hold no particular official positions with 

corresponding duties) at the school, are not there as `parents' per se.  They are perceived as 

`volunteers'.  This change of status for the parent brings with it a different relationship to 

the school. They then become subject to the principal's discretion as `volunteers'. The 

Queensland Education Department has specific guidelines for the behaviour and conditions 

of volunteers or potential volunteers. This means that when parents become volunteers at 

their school, their relationship is related to that of the principal.  

 

Some principles regarding `Parents as volunteers' are noted in the Department of Education 

Manual (26.07.94) as:  

6.4 Any volunteers or potential volunteers must be made aware of the following 
principles governing volunteer employment: (a) Volunteers must conduct 
themselves in a manner acceptable to the principal. (b) Volunteers are accepted in 
response to the identification of a school need and to assist in  satisfying that need. 
(c) Volunteers are deployed, within their category of work, at the discretion of the 
principal. (d) Volunteers must work at the direction of a member of staff.  
6.5 The principal must apply these principles in a non-discriminatory manner. 
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So although many changes have occurred in the devolved governance of schools initiatives 

(cf. Caldwell, 2003b), nearly ten years hence, these principles remain unchanged.267 The 

abovementioned can be translated to mean that when parents become volunteers at 

schools, they are there at the discretion of the principal, but without discrimination. The 

role of principal as expert/manager is highlighted once again.  However, in relation to 

parent/student rights, these are determined by legal precedent.  

 

We can see then that the ideal parent, teacher or researcher, which AR commentary and 

critique appeals to, is nowhere to be seen.  As various stakeholders have different statuses 

according to divergent situations in which they find themselves, then there is no `absolute' 

state of democratic participation.  It is site specific and varies according to the institution/ 

place/ occasion in which one finds oneself, and the position held at the time. For instance, 

one could participate in numerous meetings across many organizational cultures, each 

requiring different `competence and style', as well as following different but necessary 

organizational procedures. As we have observed in our study of interactions between 

different groups of people within just one school alone, the reality of co-operation is 

very different, and certainly less `inspiring’ than Rizvi’s ‘ideal’ community. For 

instance, the lack of `common unity' becomes apparent where the various civic duties and 

capacities of education stakeholders, together with the legal aspects of schooling, present 

some complexities for understanding `democratic' participation. Furthermore, having 

gone through the practical case study of rights claims and liabilities, it is possible to return 

to the question of the expertise of parents, and how they are treated as the voice of the 

                                                 
267  See Department of Education Manual, Site Index, viewed 12th April 2004, 
<http://education.qld.gov.au/corporate/doem/sindex/p-ind.htm>. 
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community, even whilst they are being policed into a community, and yet act as police on 

the school. 

 

We are now in a position to appreciate that the capacities for self-government are site 

specific and purpose built, and that skills, expertise and rights do not emerge just 

because we are human. In the absence of an autonomous individual and an 

homogeneous community, participatory democracy is not a universal theory which can 

be adopted as a political ideal to which we should aspire. Not only is it an outcome of 

self-reflection and self-problematization, it is site specific.  

 

It may appear to some, nonetheless, that the bureaucratic, hierarchical organisation of 

schools which represent powers of advice, discipline or various recommendations, 

would appear at crucial points as ‘non-democratic’. This is part of the involuntary 

association that can be ‘the state’, except where liberal logic has set up schools as 

‘intermediary’ organisations, removed from the area of direct ‘reason of state’ 

calculations. However, rather than perceiving these aspects as 'non-democratic', by their 

very technical nature and the strict codes of behaviour by which staff are expected to 

perform their duties, which the community seems to welcome, it is more likely that we 

should accept this institutional setting and its functions as 'differently' democratic.  

 

For instance, recalling Hunter’s (1993a,b, 1994) historical account of the origins of state 

schooling, we can note that educational systems were not organised ‘democratically’ in 

the past. Hunter also suggests the ‘limited’ extent to which its pastoral and 

administrative strategies have been reshaped by democratic politics. Hunter (1993b) 

recalls Kay-Shuttleworth’s ‘historical insight’: 
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the democratisation of expert social systems such as the education system will 
always be a matter of degree, dependent on a dissemination of administrative 
expertise in populations that is itself the achievement of government (Hunter, 
1993b:253).  
 

 
This thesis has just discussed how AR and PAR are part of this dissemination of 

administrative expertise.  It has demonstrated that although the democratic model of 

school governance did certainly make its impact upon education policy decisions during 

the 1990s and beyond, for numerous reasons which have just been outlined, levels of 

participation were fairly low and fragile. The ideal that every member of a democratic 

community should be able to participate is a utopian concept, which neither 

acknowledges the need for expertise, nor recognises that social authority is dependent 

upon such expertise. What is also not understood is that it takes lots of time, lots of 

effort and commitment by many to achieve such goals.  So how effective is AR and 

PAR as a general template for government and self-government? Let us now draw out 

some lessons from this discussion in the final chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Implications and Lessons: some limitations for policy and practice 

 

6.1 Introduction 

The chapters in this thesis have tried to highlight the fragile nature of democratic 

participation. The thesis has explored the gaps between recurrent political and 

philosophical discourse (or advocacy), promoting the democratisation of the schooling 

system, and real-life attempts to achieve such participation.     

 

6.2 Social transformation: the non-bureaucratic agenda 

As we have seen in Chapter One, various critics have positioned the school as 

‘incomplete’ in one form or another. Typically, these shortcomings are 

registered as consequences of the neo-liberal ‘marketization’ of schooling, 

and the inclusion/exclusion of so-called working-class and minority groups 

from attaining an equal share in the ‘positional goods’, for which educational 

institutions are perceived to be responsible.  

 

The AR discourse, in particular, has made demands over the years for 

increased individual autonomy and less government interference. In contrast, 

the thesis has shown how AR and PAR commentators and communitarian 

critics have been co-opted as part of liberal government. Numerous attempts 

are made via AR and PAR to reconcile areas of concern within the school and 

the university. This is evidenced by the plethora of research materials 

available on pedagogy and methodology. AR aspires, however, to ‘undo’ 

existing rules as a means to bring about necessary change, similar to the 

radical political movements which Waltzer (1966) considers. Furthermore, 
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within the ‘new managerialist’ literature, organizational management 

strategies also suggest less bureaucratic arrangements, allowing for increased 

flexibility and an expansion of ‘entrepreneurship’. Researchers such as 

Scheeres and Solomon (2000) also talk about not wanting to follow 

prescribed or more traditional ways of engaging in research. As highlighted 

in Chapter Four, we can only use what is already available and readily 

understood.  

 

However, are we, as well as schools, actually prepared for the many 

paradoxical positions that this radical method of research actually entails? For 

instance, AR and PAR were introduced as a means of ‘engaging’ individuals 

in their own self-government at a ‘populist’ level. Nonetheless, the broad 

research approaches now formulated within the AR and PAR framework, 

suggested by Kemmis and McTaggart, (2000:567-605), make it easy to see 

why there could be so much confusion due to the sophistication surrounding 

this methodology which, over time, has become embedded in so many forms 

in educational policy directives, such as the democratic, social justice and 

equity initiatives.  

 

As this thesis has highlighted, the social democratic thesis, suggesting that the 

community could run schools in a more productive way, has proved to be 

unfounded. Participation is a minority pursuit, mainly for ‘middle-class’ 

parents who have the capacity and skills to do so. Trying to include ‘minority 

groups’ in this process of decision-making as a means to uplift their life 

chances proved to be unfounded. 
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We also noted in Chapter One, how technologies such as AR and PAR have circulated 

within these institutions as a means of professional development for teachers, as well as 

providing a ‘popular’ means to promote required changes within the school milieu. As 

we found in Chapter Two, through the example of the TELSS project, the actual 

potential or effectiveness of AR and PAR was quite limited, at least according to the 

high hopes invested in it within the project. This situation was highlighted at the 

conclusion of the project through the participants’ reflections. Furthermore, the usual 

AR appeals to a rational, autonomous individual who could bring about social 

transformation was in stark contrast to the varied roles or positions that participants, 

such as myself, found ourselves occupying. This situation can be described as if looking 

at a multi-sided container, with each side representing a particular role. Attached to this 

role was a corresponding historical disciplinary regime into which I was immediately 

requisitioned. This was the case for each project participant. 

 

Furthermore, rather than relying upon the self-expressive individual to foster 

governmental endeavours, as Chapter Five indicates, personal comportments are the 

‘effects’ of knowledge which produce such outcomes. For example, you just cannot rely 

upon the ‘meeting of minds’ to resolve numerous sets of issues.  If you really want to 

make a difference at a meeting, there are step-by-step methods or devices available for 

you to use. As also highlighted, more modest behaviour at a meeting sometimes means 

having the capacity to refrain from expressing yourself.  

 

However, the complexities which have been outlined in the TELSS case study suggest 

that limited results can be situated within the multiplexity of conditions, contestations, and 

competing concerns at both an individual and institutional level. We can appreciate that 
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`the ideal' of claiming one's right to meaningful participation is juxtaposed with the various 

civic statuses of each of the stakeholders, their legal responsibilities, liabilities, rights, 

duties, entitlements, as well as the need for capacities to claim and exercise such rights. 

This now includes an appreciation of the historical gender bias towards males at meetings. 

Such a variety of civic duties and responsibilities and the need for certain skills, therefore, 

presents some complexities for understanding `democratic' participation in schooling. 

 

To make sense of the disappointments expressed by the participants, however, Chapter 

Three outlined how AR can be seen as a ‘liberal technology of government’. In other 

words, drawing upon Foucault’s (1991) thesis on ‘governmentality’, this methodology 

was situated as a means of aiding the complex task of promoting both ‘government’ and 

‘self-government’. These contemporary methods of person-formation were placed 

alongside other modern forms of government, such as ‘the family’ and ‘the school’. 
Nonetheless, the ways in which the AR methodology and its variants are described in 

Part I of the thesis, in terms of their social and liberal-democratic discourse, were soon 

overturned by the re-description in Part II. 

 

6.3 The centrality of bureaucratic arrangements 

Foucault’s ‘governmentality’ model has been particularly useful in reflecting upon and 

describing this AR project and its outcomes, as well as my roles within it. By its very 

capacity and the attempts to incorporate and co-opt many citizens into their own self-

government (which is an effect of previous systems of liberal government, namely the 

family and the school, recalling the comments on Kay-Shuttleworth’s ‘historical insight’ 

by Hunter, 1993:253), numerous and diverse achievements have been accomplished. 

However, they have also been matched by numerous opinions and suggestions for change. 
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Let us digress from such concerns of the present, to explain how some of these 

technologies from the past inform our existing circumstances. 

 

Within AR, we can see Cameralist expertise representing ‘the governmental’, 

intersecting with Pietist practices, or ‘the personal’. The eighteenth century Cameralist 

tradition lives on it our bureaucratic apparatus which continues to promote and organize  

ever-increasing standards of living across the population. It provides administrative 

abilities which help problematize as well as help rectify social concerns. AR is also an 

intellectual technology which uses these same knowledge gathering techniques as 

bureaucrats. It does so by problematizing an area for investigation through its ‘plan, act, 

reflect, then re-planing’ stages.  

 

AR is also an important technique for promoting self-government through practices of 

internal self-reflection. For instance, the Pietist movement still lives on in the AR 

methodology through its self-reflective component. However, this internalizing means of 

self-government is an effect of being ‘externally’ disciplined beforehand which, over time, 

form certain positive habits of mind. Furthermore, as Chapter Three suggests, the 

normalizing elements of the ‘psy’ network, which currently promote a levelling out of  

expertise in order to form the ‘self-disciplined’ student, as well as the ‘anxious’ parent, 

have their tap roots in nineteenth and early twentieth century ‘technologies of the self’. 

The personalizing aspects of various forms of assessment also play a significant role in 

the ‘individualization’ of twentieth century persons.  
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6.4 Contemporary partnerships: policy and critique 

Yet some of these effects of various liberal technologies, such the increased sense of 

‘individualization’, however, have successfully become the means of driving some of 

today’s organizational practices. As this thesis highlights, organizational management 

theories, including AR, promote the fully rational, self-realizing individual as par 

excellence, along with the promotion of innovation and change. Ironically, this is 

happening within the sector which is responsible for actually shaping the normative 

conduct and capacities of persons, which Meredyth (1994:375) outlines, and this thesis 

has demonstrated. The democratization of the school has been an effect of the outside 

influences of administrative technologies, which are also now part of the technical and 

pastoral domain of the school. However, can we be all blaming of educational 

bureaucracies and markets for these effects, namely the ‘self-interested’ individual and 

the ‘aspirational parent’, which are a product of previous and current governmental 

initiatives and technologies, including AR and ‘new managerialism’? 

 

Although the `governmentality’ theory suggests co-opting various existing `liberal’ 

technologies, as a means of positive government, the political minefield that was the 

TELSS programme (Chapter Two), and the complexities involved in finding the ways and 

means to govern and self-govern (Chapters Four and Five), suggest that current political 

rationalities of government are limited in what they can achieve.  

 

According to these historical descriptions, are there also any grounds for presupposing a 

dialectic expectancy of personal/political-transformation where human development 

supposedly depends upon a notion of the self-realizing person? After all, you cannot just 

turn things around to your own or other’s advantage, as some critics and AR 

 268



commentators pre-suppose, without fully understanding the environment of which you 

are only a small part.  Rather than admonishing institutions and their outcomes, as critics 

and AR advocates often do, maybe educational institutions would be well advised to be 

more circumspect in their policy making decisions. They should reflect upon the 

usefulness of current ideologies and pronouncements which permeate education decisions. 

As this thesis has highlighted, it is the technical/structural arrangements which, according 

to some AR commentators supposedly dehumanise and isolate, that actually enabled 

more democratic participation for parents to occur. As I have already demonstrated, and 

as Meredyth (1994:263) reminds us: 'If bureaucratic governance extends no further than 

the instruments at its disposal, then clearly we need to pay more attention to such 

instruments'. 

 

6.5 Some limits to democratic participation 

There are many unresolved issues which the case study highlights, both in my 

RA/parent/advocate capacities, and for school systems attempting to 'open' themselves 

to the community. As described, whilst participating at the school in the status of 

'volunteer', the parent surprisingly, has no rights as 'parent'. The competing rights and 

varying positions of `the principal', `the teacher', `the parent', and `the student', do not 

make the practices of participation correspond with policy rationales. Nor does it match 

academic critique. For instance, whilst it is assumed by those espousing democratic 

theory that parents want more participation in schools, these results show that it was the 

school network which was trying to encourage parents to participate, but with limited 

outcomes. 
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My various roles also proved to be somewhat awkward at times, to say the least. The 

entrepreneurial ‘research assistant’, ‘parent advocate’, ‘parent’ and ‘student’ positions 

that I continued to enter in and out of in moment to moment decision-making, indicated 

how ambiguous these roles were at times, and the skill-building that had to be acquired 

‘on the job’, and ‘on the run’. But having made the point of the difficulties of realizing 

the research assistant position, we must recognize that to some extent, the RA outlook is 

part of the education scene, and is unreconciled with the functional imperatives of the 

school. 

 

Within the territory of the school, it seems that the legal domain impacts upon decision-

making and individual behaviour almost at every turn. As expert/manager, the school’s 

principal has the non-discriminatory, privilege of being the final decision-maker. In 

reflecting upon the various protocols, procedures, management styles, and threatened 

litigious actions engaged in by those holding responsible positions of status, greater than 

one's own, reinforces this notion of ‘sovereignty’, which Foucault (1991:95) appears to 

dismiss. Foucault claims: 'Within the perspective of government, law is not what is 

important' (Foucault, 1991:95).  Instead, he suggests:  

On the contrary, with government it is a question not of imposing law on men, 
but of disposing things: that is to say, of employing tactics rather than laws, and 
even of using laws themselves as tactics – to arrange things in such a way that, 
through a certain number of means, such and such ends may be achieved. 

 

But there is a fine line between using laws themselves as tactics, and having the Principal 

as principal decision-maker within the school’s territory, actually threaten legal action 

upon one of his so-called ‘subjects’, in the form of a parent/researcher. In this instance, 

rather than positioning me as ‘parent’, I was occupying the status of the Research 

Assistant. The ‘sovereign’ model of government, which is supposedly superseded in 
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Foucault’s ‘governmentality’ model, therefore appears to remain active. Furthermore, my 

decision to fore-go delivering the conference paper was based on a form of self-interest or 

self-protection. Who was going to pay my legal fees in this instance, seeing as the decision 

to deliver the paper appeared to be mine alone? 

 

Having the ability to 'impose' threats of legal proceedings upon individuals, such as 

teachers, parents, research assistants and principals, who are seen as not conforming to 

certain standards, is now very much part of the way liberal government operates as well. 

We can see another paradoxical situation emerging here, as increased demands are 

made on schools by the wider community. School accountability is ever more tightened 

via even more technical means, due to increased litigation by that community (Stewart 

and Knott). Gradually, more legally defined roles and requirements of teachers and 

principals (cf. Education (General Provisions) Amendment Act 2003), will lead to 

increased limits to any kind of meaningful 'community' participation, as hoped for by 

critics, some parents and AR advocates. However, the question remains whether this is 

grounds for protest (a) in general, or (b) maybe around a particular issue where 

negotiation may (or may not) be possible. For instance, could it aid parent participation 

to know where the boundaries actually are? And are there other ways to enhance parent 

participation in schools, but setting more modest objectives, rather than drawing on 

‘salvation’ themes?  

 

One thing is sure. There are limits to promoting this discipline of self-reflection as a 

political, motivational tool. For example, what does it mean for moral critics, if now we 

can presume that these capacities are scarce and unevenly distributed? Given the 

beneficiality of other skills, such as the neglected virtue of compromise, reasonableness 
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and detachment, it follows that we should be more realistic and lenient in our 

expectations of ourselves as researchers and advocates.  These skills appeared quite 

beneficial then, and arguably remain so today.  Therefore, we should think less like 

missionaries and less preoccupied with ‘self’, recognizing that feelings of failure and 

moral indignation about how others position us are no more or less than self-forming 

exercises related to status and self-refinement. 

 

So is the capacity to participate (in role) important? What about those with limited 

capacity to understand and do what they have taken on, including principals, teachers 

and parents, within these constant upheavals due to ongoing reforms? Part of the 

challenge is to work out how 'significant' events of this kind are. For instance, are they 

symptomatic of a general political or moral crisis, as some critics would have it? Or are 

they more routine, and therefore perhaps more negotiable? Furthermore, what are the 

implications of such conflicts of role which I had encountered in the workplace, and 

which also became very stressful? 

 

6.6 Some further implications to consider 

 In light of the case study results, you would also have to ask the question of what 

would it mean for teachers regarding stress, as well as their professional development, if 

this radical movement promoting ongoing change and inclusiveness continued to 

influence institutional arrangements? Regarding the anti-consumerist aspects of some 

AR debates on schooling, education is still perceived by AR advocates as a material 

gain isn’t it? As schools are historically the main means of fostering learning experiences 

for many and diverse students, including those with disabilities, where does this leave the 

general student population in relation to the shepherd/flock arrangement?  Surely, student 
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learning is dependant upon having inspired and not tired teachers to complete the task. We 

also see the contradictions with these governmental rationalities of schools drawing 

upon the aspirations of parents, inculcating them at the same time, whilst having to 

attend to its technical, administrative, pastoral and legal requirements.  

 

Regarding community participation and competencies, what effect does this have on 

teachers’ professional development in light of their new role as decision-makers with 

parents? Drawing on the TELSS experience, there was a lack of attention given to 

preparing teachers to be less defensive.  As ‘public’ servants within government funded 

schools at least, teachers’ personal conduct and the appeal to self-pride, competency and 

the enthusiasm of being a role model to students is a worldly ambition.  It also suggests 

an impersonal character of authority.  In other words, the teacher is not so ‘self’ 

absorbed, as the AR model seems to require.  

 

If there are criteria already in place for becoming a good teacher, why do we have to go 

through this route of the democratic community to produce such a persona? What about 

the ethical work required of teachers in their negotiations, where moment to moment 

decision-making with staff, parents and students depends largely upon competencies 

and compromise? How do you define this aspect of professional development to be 

proud, and to encourage teachers and others to think of their work with an ethical 

dignity? For instance, there is no shortage of skills required in compromise and 

negotiation.  

 

Furthermore, would it be better to have lower expectations of what can be achieved via 

community, and maybe assign particular roles to parents? A legitimate goal of 
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democratic participation for parents could be to take the administrative weight off the 

teachers, by formally engaging parents in fundraising, as well as forming community 

comraderie. But as the case study highlighted, drawing on parents as a resource, and 

forming such comraderie is hard work indeed. However, this would still allow teachers 

to have more time to teach.  

 

The main point to highlight for critics can be posed in the following way. Can we honestly 

sum up all of the issues and predicaments outlined in the TELSS case study by claiming 

that if the management team or the school’s administration, or the research assistants, or 

the teachers or parents had done it all differently, we could have produced better results as 

some of the participants counted upon? One of the lessons to learn from this exercise is to 

appreciate the realities of managing life at the time, with whatever means are available at 

our fingertips at that particular time. It is certainly a futile exercise to put a later date on 

the events through a critical commentary on them ‘in hindsight’. The point is how, and 

who would have done it differently, and where were these pedagogues when you needed 

them? Let me suggest that they were already present, but drawing upon a 

misrepresentation of what is possible and what is not.  

 

So where does this leave AR and PAR?  As suggested in Chapter Five, participation can 

serve many masters (Bishop and Davis, 2002:26-27), including either side of politics. 

However, perhaps to some degree, there has been somewhat of an overpopulation of 

radical critique in the classroom. We have seen just how far the democratising of the 

school actually took us in terms of even engaging in debates on achieving better student 

outcomes, including the stresses all round in accommodating such initiatives. I am 

suggesting, therefore, that maybe the mix of pragmatism with overt forms of religiosity 
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or moral exhortation, which suggests the need for ongoing change, is cause for concern.  

Also, should federal funding be provided for collaborative projects where their success 

rates do not appear to match the efforts in blood and sweat, as well as the huge research 

dollars spent on them?  Furthermore, would teachers and students benefit more from a 

re-structuring of a different kind, one that structurally takes better care of the ‘crumbling 

buildings’ (cf. Caldwell, 2003), in order to provide the best possible learning and 

teaching environments to attain better ‘self-management’ for students. Teachers could 

just get on with the job of promoting the formation of student skills for their future 

lives, as well as self-discipline which is an ongoing charge (and seemingly one requiring 

tougher means). Possibly teachers could pay less attention to their own concerns about a 

lack of empowerment. Actually, who has disempowered teachers, well may we ask? 

Would the teacher actually have more time to be ‘sympathetic’ to the students, which 

has been the key to forming student subjectivity since the 1850? 

 

Regarding AR, participation and democracy, can we now think in a more “prudential” 

way, rather than in idealized terms of “salvation”? The other point to impress is that 

although AR can be seen as a secular, evangelical movement which attempts to motivate 

and moralize educational institutions, do they have the credentials or disciplinary power to 

do so? For instance, how far did my RA position as AR advocate actually take me in 

shaping a particular ideal of the democratic school community?  Maybe my work as a 

research assistant can be seen as an ethical guide in the sense that this empirical study 

highlights just how far people can go in their role. It could mean having less worry about 

trying to do the ‘metaphysical’, or at least, what appears to be the impossible.  
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So rather than relying upon empowerment or 'autonomous' wills, or ongoing bureaucratic 

restructuring to do this work, another avenue of choice could be to use and appreciate the 

mundane, bureaucratic apparatus of schooling, with its numerous techniques for 

disciplining the body and the mind such as AR, but minus the 'missionary' zeal and 

reliance upon 'the human individual' per se. The religious origins of AR's participatory 

community ‘visions’, and the problems with idealizing conversation, whilst 

simultaneously castigating bureaucratic hierarchies and their means, indicates a blind 

spot in AR's self-understanding. For instance, as I have argued in the previous chapter, 

participation actually means multiplying bureaucracy, in the sense of holding more 

committee meetings and consultations, and organizing the times for them. This is time 

consuming as well. 

 

Rather than assuming it is inevitable that everyone has the skills and experience to 

execute new procedures based in rational and moral capacities, policy makers and 

critics also have a responsibility to better understand such reform programs from a less 

absolute position. It seems that they create more problems than solutions offered, in 

particular, that of presupposing that the non-democratic dimensions of school represent 

a moral failing to be remedied. Until that presupposition is dropped, the effect of 

democratisation will be to place parents and already stretched school personnel in even 

more stressful conditions, which was already a concern in the early 1970s (Smith, 

1989). 
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