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The Managerial School

The relationship between welfare and the state has undergone a
sustained process of reconfiguration over the past two decades and
managerialism has played a key role in this process. In education,
parents are now seen as consumers and schools as small businesses,
their income dependent on their success in attracting customers within
competitive local markets. At the same time, management practices
borrowed from business — such as target setting and performance
monitoring — now play a key role in regulating schools.

What kinds of schools are the reforms producing? What impact are
they having on school culture and values? What are the social justice
implications of applying a business model to the provision of schooling?

In The Managerial School, Sharon Gewirtz draws on in-depth
interviews with teachers in a range of secondary schools and close
observation of school practices to answer these questions. Through a
comparison of Conservative and New Labour policies, she argues
that New Labour’s ‘third way’ for education i1s a contradictory mix
of neo-liberal, authoritarian and humanistic strands that is not in any
real sense a new educational settlement.

This empirically based account of over a decade of education reform
offers a unique insight into the effects of managerialism on schools and
a hard-hitting analysis of the inherent tensions in a system that
undoubtedly perpetrates social injustice.

Sharon Gewirtz 1s Professor of Education at King’s College London.
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Preface

The 1988 Education Reform Act fundamentally transformed the orga-
nisation of school provision in England and Wales. This major piece of
legislation redefined parents as consumers, who — at least in principle —
were given the right to choose a school for their child, rather than be
allocated one by local authority bureaucrats. At the same time, schools
were effectively reconfigured as small businesses whose income was to
become dependent on their success in attracting customers within com-
petitive local school markets. These were not free markets, however, as
various mechanisms were put in place by the 1988 Act to enable a tight
regulation of schooling by the state. In particular, the 1988 Act gave
central government the right to specify precisely what was to be
taught in schools and to monitor closely the performance of schools
through the national curriculum, regular testing of students, the publi-
cation of those results and inspection. Since the 1988 legislation, a
series of further reforms have consolidated and extended the marketi-
sation and regulation of school provision. The New Labour govern-
ment, first elected in 1997, appears to have adopted a more
humanistic approach to the curriculum than their Conservative pre-
decessors, who had been responsible for the 1988 Act. It has also
sought to introduce a degree of compensatory funding for (some)
socially distressed areas and uses the language of partnership and
collaboration rather than competition. Nevertheless, in a number of
crucial respects, New Labour policies represent a continuation of the
Conservatives' crusade to make the provision of education more
business-like.

The essays collected together here are about the effects that this busi-
ness model of education provision is having on schools in England and,
more particularly, on the culture and values which pervade them. What
kinds of schools are the reforms producing? Who and what is valued in
them? What impact are the reforms having on the roles of headteachers
and teachers, on how they think and talk about their work and on the
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nature of relationships inside schools? What are the social justice impli-
cations of applying business-like modes of organisation and manage-
ment to the provision of schooling? And how compatible are these
new modes of provision with the seemingly humanistic and social
democratic educational commitments espoused by New Labour?

Throughout the book, the term ‘welfarism’ is used to represent the
educational ‘settlement’ —i.e., the sets of languages, meanings, assump-
tions, values and institutional forms, practices and relationships —
which framed the organisation of schooling between 1944 and 1988.
And the term ‘post-welfarism’ is used to refer to the settlement inaugu-
rated by the New Right-inspired reforms of the 1980s and 1990s. The
shift from welfarism to post-welfarism is less clear cut and 1s messier
in practice than the neatness that the labelling might suggest and
some of this messiness will become apparent as the book develops.
Nevertheless, 1 want to argue that there are important features that
distinguish the post-1988 period from the preceding era. For the sake
of convenience, the terms ‘welfarism’ and ‘post-welfarism’ are used to
capture these two distinct phases and to signify the range of shifts in
language, practices, purposes and values which have accompanied
the drive to make schools more business-like.

Chapter 1 sets the scene for the book. It begins by sketching out the
main policy components of the shift from welfarism to post-welfarism
and the conditions out of which this shift arose, drawing attention to
key problems of the state that post-welfarist policies were meant to
help remedy — problems of capital accumulation, social control and
legitimation. Chapter 1 then goes on to outline the rationale and
approach of the book, which is rooted 1n a critique of two dominant
trends 1n research on education policy and practice. The first trend,
which I refer to as the celebration-of-indeterminacy approach, is influ-
enced by particular variants of post-modernist thought. The second is
the growing and increasingly influential body of research into what has
become known as ‘school effectiveness and improvement’. Whilst
rooted within two very different epistemological traditions, both
trends, 1 argue — albeit for different reasons — effectively underplay
the extent to which state policies and the discursive and socio-economic
contexts within which schools operate, constrain and shape what goes
on in schools. The chapter concludes by arguing for an approach to the
analysis of post-welfarism in education that overcomes the pitfalls of
these trends. I suggest that we need to make use of insights from
neo-Marxism, whilst not losing sight of the contribution that post-

modernist theory can make to our understanding of policies and
their effects.
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Part I of the book, post-welfarism and the reconstruction of English
schooling, examines the implications of post-welfarism for the culture,
values and relations of secondary schooling. Culture 1s conceptualised
in a very broad and simple sense to refer to the ways in which people
think, act and communicate, to ‘the material and symbolic artifacts
of behaviour’ (Thomas 1993: 12) (for example, methods of grouping
students, school prospectuses, school uniforms) and to the meanings
signified by behaviour and its artefacts. In this part of the book, ethno-
graphic data are used to explore what managerialism means for head-
teachers, teachers and students working in a range of socio-economic
contexts.’

The research upon which the chapters in Part I draw was conducted
in London schools. However, whilst it 1s important to recognise that
London schools may have distinctive features, the insights developed
from this research have, I would suggest, a wider applicability. The
schools which took part in the research were chosen deliberately as
critical cases to enable an exploration of what is happening in schools
that are located in an archetypically post-welfarist environment — 1.e.,
one where quasi-markets operate. And the cultural and value effects
reported here are ones that will no doubt be familiar to those involved
in schools in other parts of England, as well as in other countries where
similar policies have been adopted. Certainly, there is now a growing
body of research emanating from various parts of the world which
appears to confirm some of the key findings reported here. (See
Whitty et al. 1998 for a useful overview of research into school
reform 1in England and Wales, the USA, Australia, New Zealand and
Sweden.)

One of the consequences of post-welfarist policies in education has
been to draw attention to, and enhance the role of, the headteacher
and, since headteachers play a key part in shaping their school’s
response to the new policy environment, in any analysis of cultural
and value change in schools a focus on the headteacher is vital.
Chapter 2, therefore, considers shifts in the languages and practices
of school headship. The chapter is grounded in an analysis of one
school which, I suggest, is a critical case because it brings into sharp
focus the discursive shift that a number of commentators have noted
1s evident on a larger scale in the education and welfare system as a
whole. However, by focusing on the contingent and the local, the
chapter also illustrates the varied and complex ways in which individual

| See Appendix for details of the research methods used in the two studies upon which
Part I 1s based.
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headteachers may position themselves within the shifting organisa-
tional and discursive terrains in which they are located.

Chapter 3 explores the ways in which the education market functions
as a system of rewards and punishments, a disciplinary mechanism,
fostering particular cultural forms and socio-psychological dispositions
and marginalising others. The chapter considers the case of a school
that has had to confront the issue of institutional survival in a
market context. The resulting value conflicts and ethical dilemmas
faced by the staff and governors are discussed.

Chapter 4 explores the effects upon teachers of post-welfarist educa-
tion policies, as mediated by the new discourses and policies of school
managers. More specifically, it is concerned with the emotional, rela-
tional and pedagogical aspects of teachers’ work. The chapter describes
how the pressures created by managerialist discourses and the market
environment — in particular, heightened forms of competition, assess-
ment, surveillance and performance monitoring, and the intensification
of the labour process of teaching — have led to demoralisation amongst
teachers and to perceptions of a decline in collaboration and the
erosion of creativity in classroom practice.

Chapter 5 challenges a central strand of managerialist thinking 1n
education that so-called failing schools are largely the product of
poor leadership and teaching and that, through the ‘cascading of best
practice’, all schools can be a success. Drawing on ethnographic data
from two schools, the chapter demonstrates the intricate and intimate
connections between what school managers and teachers do and the
socio-economic and discursive environments within which they
operate.

Whilst Part I of the book uses case studies to explore specific aspects
of post-welfarist schooling, Part II, Assessing post-welfarism in Educa-
tion, ‘stands back’ from these studies. Part 11 attempts to draw together
the threads of the analysis in Part I in order to make a broader assess-
ment of the characteristics and consequences of educational post-
welfarism and to speculate about the likely consequences of New
Labour’s ‘third way’ for education.

Chapter 6 begins by emphasising the complexity of the ‘lived’ post-
welfarist settlement, and i1ts contested nature and warning against the
twin dangers of over-generalisation and ‘golden-ageism’. It then goes
on to 1dentify the key features of post-welfarism in education. It is sug-
gested that these define the contours within and against which diverse
responses are articulated. The chapter concludes by arguing that post-
welfarism 1s failing to ameliorate the problems it was meant to help
solve and that 1t contains its own tensions and contradictions.
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Using a conceptualisation of social justice, which has at its heart a
recognition of the importance of diverse cultural identities, Chapter 7
presents a social justice ‘audit’ of post-welfarism in education. In this
chapter, it is argued that the post-welfarist policies introduced by
successive Conservative governments seems to have contributed to a
regressive redistribution of educational resources and to have gener-
ated a number of forms of oppression — notably, an intensified exploit-
ation of teachers, the increased marginalisation of working-class
students and some racialised groups, and the circumscription of oppor-
tunities for the development of pedagogies that recognise and engage
with diverse cultural identities.

Chapter 8 considers New Labour’s ‘third way’ for education, which,
it is argued, comprises a contradictory mix of neo-liberal, authoritarian
and humanistic strands. This final chapter draws upon the analysis of
earlier chapters to speculate about the consequences of ‘third way’ poli-
cies for social justice, whether they represent a new educational settle-
ment or a consolidation of post-welfarism and how far these policies
are likely to resolve the tensions associated with the Conservative
reforms.

The emphasis throughout this book is upon critique. This 1s because,
whilst 1n particular settings managerialism may represent a field of
constraints and possibilities (Clarke and Newman 1997: 104-5), the
evidence upon which this book 1s based strongly suggests that within
school settings the constraining features of managerialism tend to
predominate — although as we shall see, these constraining features
do not operate uniformly across different material and socio-economic
contexts.
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1 Introduction

The changing politics of
education: from welfarism to
post-welfarism

This introductory chapter sets out the policy context and rationale for
the book as a whole. It begins by describing the key components of the
shift from welfarism to post-welfarism, the assumptions underpinning
the post-welfarist settlement and the conditions out of which the shift
arose. The chapter then goes on to outline the book’s analytical
approach.

From the mid-1940s to the mid-1980s, the English schools system
was broadly shaped by an ideology and set of languages, policies and
practices which together made up what can loosely be categorised as
a welfarist settlement. The term settlement is used here to refer to the
specific constellation of assumptions and arrangements — political, eco-
nomic, social and institutional — which framed school provision during
this period. The welfarist settlement was underpinned by a broad
consensus amongst powerful groups — the major political parties, the
trade unions and big business — and by a significant degree of popular
support. However, contestation, conflict and fragility are defining
features of all settlements — they can only ever represent a temporary
‘equilibrium’ (Gramsci 1971) — and the welfarist settlement in educa-
tion was no exception. The instabilities of the welfarist settlement,
which gave rise to the emergence of post-welfarist policies, practices
and values, will be examined later in the chapter but first I want to
identify the key policy components of the shift from welfarism to
post-welfarism.

Welfarism entailed a formal commitment to distributive justice; that
1S, to the redistribution of social goods on a more equitable basis. It was
grounded 1n the economics of Keynesianism and the politics of cor-
poratism and was underpinned by the ‘social democratic consensus’
(CCCS 1981). I say formal commitment because, of course, in practice,
welfarism failed to eradicate enormous social inequalities — although
it might have had an ameliorative effect for some — and the label



