Where does the power lie now?

Devolution, choice and democracy in schooling

Liz Gordon

School choice has proven to be a powerful rallying aryéform. In societies driven by
consumerist values, ‘choice’ tends to be perceivedga®d in itself. However, a number
of studies have shown how the interpolation of disasics school choice into even
relatively benign school settings (Miller-Kahn & Smi2001) can disrupt existing
relationships and systems. In less benign settingsndt surprising that proposals for
reform have often been met with enthusiasm (Apple, 2@3pecially the notion that the
power to educate can be delivered into the hands of cortiesuand parents through

‘choice’.

This paper examines the claim that ‘choice’, in its mguiges, can improve the
educational outcomes of all children, or most childrersoone children. The arguments
outlined here rest heavily on the findings of resear@hrgnge of countries, because the
‘school choice’ movement is not confined to one coyrdgryeven one group of countries.
It is a global phenomenon. It develops and recurs bwsiguises, from whole system
reform in New Zealand (Codd, 1999; Lauder et al., 1994), to &e(darg, 1997;
Fusarelli, 2004a), State (Camilli & Bulkley, 2001; Kupermjir&#@01) and local/ charter
(Fennimore, 2005; Ferraiolo, Hess, Maranto, & Milliman, 2004arelli, 2002;

Lubienski, 2003) reform in the United States, to choicespedialisation in England and
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Wales (Adnett & Davies, 2003; West & Bell, 2003), issugsulfiic and private choice
in Canada (Bosetti, 2004; Davies, Aurini, & Quirke, 2002) andtralia (Marginson,
1999; O'Donoghue, 2000). Some whole nations have adopted forimsabiers with the
stated aim to facilitate choice (Carnoy, 1998; Lundahl, 2B@hk & Sykes, 2003;

Raham, 2003).

A study of the school choice literature can be quitplpging. Different researchers
have undertaken analyses of the same schemes, aftgrthes same data, and arrived at
quite different findings. Most famously in the Milwaukesucher program (Peterson &
Others, 1996; Witte, 1998, 1999), but also in a range of otindiest similar data has
lead to different conclusions. The overwhelming conclusiothe literature must be that,
as currently implemented, there are no substantive, tnable, sustained, measurable
benefits in adopting any school choice system. Theliat there are few studies
showing overall benefits (and those that do show hbsnefibe very marginal) has not,
however, prevented policy makers from instituting and suppchoice reforms.

School choice is based on political exigencies, ngtiecal evidence; it is about power.

The concept of power itself is a highly theorised, higlalgtested concept. My main
theoretical referents are threefold. First is Bourdi¢heory which explains how power
is structured in and through social relations and everyfigyHrough the transformation
of habitus into cultural and economic capital. Secoiaah interested in Gramsci’s
theory of competing interests fought out on a terstinctured by existing power

relations, and the concept of hegemony as expressingltveey§ partial and contested)
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victory of the dominant groups. Finally, there is Fougaarit his emphasis on how
power relations are played out between people and groyeople, and the related

technologies of power:

...what characterises the power we are analysing istthiahgs into play
relations between individuals (or between groups)... if peak of the power of
laws, institutions and ideologies, if we speak of strgmr mechanisms of
power, it is only insofar as we suppose that certain psregercise power over

others (Foucault, 1994) p. 336).

For the purposes of this paper, | have found Foucault’sasmpon the characteristics of
power relations between individuals and institutions paletity useful, in providing a

framework for examining elements of choice.

It is not difficult to justify an analysis of schodhoice based on power. More often than
not, such policies are presented as empowering to indigidunal groups: students,
families, individual schools and communities. Sometithespolicy intention is clearly
to reduce the perceived power of other groups (teacheraadeteunions, school

administrators or others).

The aim of this paper is to re-examine the findings ofritexnational school choice

research, or at least part of this large and divetressaiure, to consider how power

relations work within the various elements of individcladices, school and regional
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systems and at the legislative and national levdis.sStope of the paper is ambitious
and, because of this, specific elements are not nedgsggeen the attention they
deserve. The paper is ‘comparative’ in the sense thabkchoice is an international
phenomenon. However, far more detailed comparisodsaaalysis of the various
‘levels’ of power relations, within and between courstiaee possible, than have been

able to be achieved here, and should be pursued in other studies.

School choice and power relations

What is power? The social theories of interest ¢oathreject the notion that power is
something that resides merely in the political sph&ewer can and does reside in that
sphere, and we might call that the professional (andulgwgtructured) exercise of
power. Decisions made in the political sphere haveadkigority of the state, but are
often made at significant social distance from th@nded targets. Thus, while political
power has significant potency, its effects may oftedihged in practice, and may even

have unintended consequences and perverse effects.

Of much more immediacy is the power that derives fsomial intercourse structured by
our history, habits and relative (perceived) position inesgcBourdieu’s work is of
crucial importance in demonstrating how social existesiteansformed into relations of
power, while Gramsci’'s work examines how the institutiohsivil society structure the

terrain and shape power relations.
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Foucault (1994 p. 344-345) suggests that a number of pointdomestablished when
attempting to analyse power relations, and he borrow$/ffleom other theorists in
constructing his typology. The elements he identifies e system of differentiations;
the types of objective pursued; instrumental modes;darinnstitutionalisation; and the
degrees of rationalisation. These five ‘levels’ of éxercise of power provide a useful
framework for examining particular phenomena, for examgiriiow power plays out in
specific situations (however defined). Foucault warnstti@study of power cannot be
reduced to the study of particular institutions (1994, p. 345)ytibe other hand can be

found in and through their study.

The first level, the system of differentiations, refeo the differences of status and
privilege that structure interactions at every levehese include class, gender, ethnicity,
linguistic competence, ‘know-how’, economic differem@mong others. This is similar
to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. Foucault notes thagriexelationship of power puts
into operation differences that are, at the same,tite conditions and its results” (p.
344). These differentiations refer, in the schoolingaetd the evident knowledge that
the institutions of schooling systems are never a neugatocracy, but always

structured by the predispositions of its populating groups.

The second form of power relation described by Foucatliei&ype of objectives’

expressed by participants. Such power may relate to thedwegion of privilege, to

occupational status, to statutory requirements or othwrfadf the system of
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differentiations demonstrates that people have diffestatus and ability to be heard, the

type of objectives shows that different groups and indivglteduire different outcomes.

The third form of power refers to the ways in whiclsiekercised: whether by force, or
persuasion, or economic disparities, or rules, or coeroioother forms, which may be
more or less overt, manifest, and subject to enforcerkieme it is important to recognise
that compulsion does not arise only from coercion, Isat faom a selection among
alternatives or unthinking obedience, or a range of odwtofs. In fact, Foucault rejects
the notion that force is power, in any useful sense/gpas the ability to get others to

comply or act without force.

The fourth form of power relation is the institutiohsitt surround and act on persons in
society. These institutional forms encompass fortadésnstitutions through to the
institutions of civil society. It is within these thidse habitus of individuals becomes
transformed into forms of cultural capital, in whichte@ individuals, through their

habits and understandings, are advantaged while otherstare no

The final form of power relation Foucault calls theddees of rationalization’. Power is
not just formed through the existence of institutionai®rbut through their adaptation
(through the interactions they facilitate) to lifd:He exercise of power is not ... an

institutional given: it is something that is elaborateghnsformed, organised; it endows

itself with processes that are more or less adjustéuetsituation (ibid).
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It is by no means easy to understand power in schoolingmsgsbut this framework

provides some useful tools for analysing school choicessst

Individuals and choice

Systems of school choice can be contrasted to systestate allocation in terms of one
key dimension that has multiple effects: that pareatefivers/children/someone must
choose a school: more than one option is offeretlel Zealand, for example, there is a
system of universal mandatory choice, what Wylie ¢alis'voucherless voucher’

(Wylie, 1999) There is no general requirement that a person attemrddcal school or
any particular school. In practice, however, therenaaay barriers to choice. In many
rural areas, schools are a long way apart and transgstems very sparse. In many
urban areas, popular schools are soon full so cho@®nies impracticable. For many

children with disabilities, choices are effectively (bot legally) limited.

Many systems in other countries have partial choi@er®s may choose certain types of
school, or under certain conditions. The American resptmcalls for choice, apart

from the very limited programs of vouchers and privatizati@as revolved around
magnet schools and charter schools. This means thatacan either go to their local
school, or choose on some other basis. The Englipbmes has focused on generating
differences between schools, through the developmesmeaialisms (West & Bell,

2003) and ‘trust’ and ‘technology’ schools (Whitty & Edwarti398).
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Many European countries such as France (Duru-Bellat, 19@émaay (Dustmann,
2004) and Finland (Seppanen, 2003) maintain low levels of schoigecand, in the case

of Germany, high levels of selectivity, or ‘trackingt, high school level.

At the level of individual choices, there are sever@r-related issues dealt with in the
literature. Two aspects will be examined here: who i®sing, and on what basis are

choices made?

Individual choices are driven primarily by the first aed¢@nd of Foucault’'s sources of
power: the system of differentiations and the typelpéctives held by choosers. There
IS now a significant literature that demonstratessbhool choice systems in effect
increase segregation between population types. Chdies pdace within systems that
have historically been differentiated in numerous wayser time, links grow up
between the social characteristics of neighbourhoadishenschools within them. In the
United States, there are also enormous regional fundoge@ancies, the ‘savage
inequalities’ that condemns the poorest areas to have tist-resourced schools (Kozol,
1991). But in New Zealand, a unified funding system actuatlyides significant
additional resources to the poorest schools, and yebte hierarchy of ‘rich schools,
poor schools’ applies equally, even if the gaps in proviai®@ somewhat smaller

(Gordon, 2003).

In practice this means that wealthy families can skeul thildren to the local school

with no dissonance between their social aspiratites; location and their right to
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attend. As educationally advantaged families clustench sreas, aspirant families also
seek places in the same schools. This means tlsat $hbools tend to become full very
quickly, which both (ironically) further enhances theputation and puts them out of
reach of families. How this is dealt with in publics®ms is considered in the next

section.

The key to this analysis, however, is that theretie lidr nothing about theducational
characteristics of the school that matters in theket. Whereas the educational
marketplace was intended to reward good schools, it irrda@rds desirable school
communities. From the earliest New Zealand reseamdhe educational market it has
been clear that choices are made primarily on the loésiocial characteristics (Lauder et
al., 1994). There have been numerous studies that demomstvapwer relations
dictate school choice. In England, studies have shmmnknowledge gleaned from
social networks outweighs and nullifies official kneddje in making school choices; it is
not what is being said, but who says it, that mat®adl & Vincent, 1998). The power of
middle-class choice extends beyond individual familiesaffects choices for others, too
(Reay & Ball, 1997, 1998). Diane Reay’s study of women wlzal lsengle parent

families noted that some ruled themselves out of thi&etisa common view was that

school choice was not ‘for’ working class mothers drartchildren (Reay, 1996).

The first element of power here, then, is that tiekdie classes, by their habits and

actions, have the ability to shape the educational lapgscWhile social networks

appear to be making choices about which schools are,'besy’ are, by their actions,
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simultaneously defining the hierarchy of desirability. @rgurbing aspect of this to
emerge from the research is the apparent cavalieofashih which this power of yea or
nay is dispensed. Jennifer Holme describes how middie &anilies are prepared to
uproot themselves and buy expensive houses in the ‘riglat’ mrerder to ensure their
children attend the best high schools. Her study shovetdhis choice is made largely
on the basis of networks and reputation; most famike®mnvisit the schools they are

rejecting, nor the schools they are buying into, befea&ing the move (Holme, 2002):

Status, in fact, dominated every aspect of these gadmices. They not only
implicitly trusted the information given to them by otlmgh-status parents, but
also read a great deal into these parents’ own schoaes. As such, the parents
in this study assumed that those schools serving the chiddil@gh status parents
— whether neighbourhood school or private schools — sugrerior to those
serving the children of lower-status parents. Thus, fop#inents in this study, the
assumed quality of the schools was directly associwitbdhe status of the

families they served (Holme, 2002 p. 180).

Many other research papers echo these findings. A signifelement is the nexus of
race and class. While school choice has been fredguented as the cure for racial
segregation, research findings demonstrate on the odelmatiracial segregation
increases in choice systems (Howe, Eisenhart, & Betedy, 2002; Saporito, 2003), and
on the other that some people of colour choose to mbweacially distinctive schools

(Bush, 2004; Herr, 1999). The implication for democracyofdased racial
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fragmentation and school segregation has yet to bgsana(\Weiher & Tedin, 2002).
Although the main focus of the work on ethnic separeis American, research in other
choice systems has also reported similar trends (Kers899). While some argue that
the ‘challenge’ of school choice is to ensure that sefjoegsauch as that described in the
research does not occur (Glenn, 2005), the clear messagéhgaesearch literature is
that dominant class groupings make (and break) educatignaations and determine

the distribution of educational space and prestige. To dégth@se trends, or see them as a

correctable policy blip, appears to miss the point.

So where are the poor, people of colour and the educatiahsdidvantaged in choice
systems? Why do they appear not to be able to taketadeaof choice of schools? The
points made above provide one response to this: that thealutnslass groupings ‘make’
educational success by virtue of their own choices, hewagworly conceived they may
be. Dominant class groupings also have more resourcesttiens (Apple, 2001), for
example the ability to work flexible hours and to be ableansport children across town
to school. The other side of this story is that non-dontigeoupings make school

reputations too, but often negatively.

It is also worth noting, in looking at power relatiotist non-dominant groups often do
not want their children to go to the dominant groupsbstd) even where they may
identify those schools as being the ‘best’. This sigaasmplex form of power, wherein,
at a cultural level, alternate hierarchies are constiubia resist or counter dominant

social relationgWillis, 1977). The more common form is where non-domirfamilies
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desire the products of education, but see themselves andhitdren marginalised in the
race to acquire these (Ball & Gewirtz, 1996; Reay & Lu@&p0). If it is true that
dominant groups carry educational power and prestige with tihema belief by non-
dominant groups in their subordinate status in choicersgsés a groupjs necessarily

correct.

The apparatus of schooling and choice

This section draws attention mainly to the third and fototms of power articulated by
Foucault. In this context they are closely linked veitie another. The third form of
power relates to the mechanisms of control: how pasvexercised. In school choice
systems, power is actively devolved from nationalbegl systems to local/individual
choices, although within this distinction there are ndyddferent forms of schooling
system. The fourth form of power relates to state agenclhe fact of public education
and its gate-keeping role, the disposition of organisatdésshooling in societies, the
redefinition of ‘childhood’ and ‘success’ that it ensaiits links to the economic
apparatus, the status hierarchies it involves and so oardtibute to specific forms of
power relations. In terms of school reform, we neeekeimine what has changed, and
how it has changed, as manifestations of altered pelarans. A key question is: If
schools are now controlled by parent power, why arbey more different from one

another in diverse societies? (Apple, 1995).
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The phenomenon of increased homogeneity around consersativoling forms was

first noted by Geoff Whitty and his colleagues (Whitty, Bov& Halpin, 1997). The
principle can be expressed as follows: when exposedrcetr@ompetition, schools tend
towards a conservative portrayal of themselves, stigessiformity (and uniforms),
discipline and academic subjects. In New Zealand, 15 péachool reform has led to
virtually no innovation, and a significant increaseha discourses of uniformity and
discipline. In England, too, schools are re-made in adyanf the public (private) school.
Reforms in the United States are more interestingausecof the ability of communities
to start their own charter schools, cater for spe¢#nd often alienated) groups, and thus

bypass the problems of middle class definition describedeabo

Increasingly, educational reformers view charter scha®ls way to provide a
more effective education to students who are ill-sebyethe public school
system as it is currently structured. Support for chakools comes from a wide
array of groups, including conservatives who also suppqraieer-financed
vouchers; business leaders... African American and Hispancgrioups;
community leaders; and parents searching for ways tamgdablic education

without totally destroying or abandoning it (Fusarelli, 2002).

There is some evidence of diversity in charter scho8hopfront schools, longer school
days, bilingual programs and similar options appear to fdogelg on community needs
(Bush, 2004; Cutter, 1996; Kennedy, 2002; Premack, 1996; Windler, 1996)e Other

hand, at State and school district level, charter dstave often used as a basis to bring in
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anti-union agendas and partial privatization, includingcth@racting out of schooling to
private companies such as Edison (Bloom, 2003; Bulkleys&if; 2003; Fletcher-
Campbell, 2001; Fuller, Burr, Huerta, Puryear, & Wexler, 1998jreno-Paquet,

Holyoke, Moser, & Henig, 2002).

The pro-choice literature portrays marketised and psedtschools as being more
responsive and innovative than public schools. Not only teesssume that these
schools will be innovative, it assumes that public sthare not. Chris Lubienski’'s
work demonstrates that there is nothing particularlyishgnnovative or responsive
about charter schools compared to the public school sy&ems, 1996; Lubienski,
2003, 2005). Lubienski’'s meta-analysis uncovers a sustainednpattéorganisational
change coupled with pedagogical and curricula conformity” (20@3.9). in charter
schools. This finding has significant implications fotigy, not only in but also beyond

the United States.

It is evident from the research that certain formsabiooling cast a long shadow. While
schools appear free to set up in forms that reflecinconity need (and many new
schools in both the USA and England specifically cetehe needs of education-poor

communities), their tendency to adopt traditional formsst reflect a power exigency.

As well, there are numerous ways in which new schaidsexisting systems have been

shaped by power exigencies from above, such as the needdosimate success (and

how success is defined) or to operate within a particalarament. In the United
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States, the funding for charter schools is particylsphrse and, unless schools are able
to access significant, ongoing funding from other soufCester, 1996), the need to fund
set-up costs as well as teaching and learning system® gaohabitive. In England, the
government has found that the start-up costs of new teapynahd trust schools has
been high, and that business and community agenciedvbamaeluctant to invest funds

in schools. Other social and economic barriers esst.

School choice has meant, in many countries and regibasiges in the governance of
schools. Perhaps the most radical of these reforrasnadew Zealand, where the 1989
reforms devolved school governance to elected boardgstées, made up largely of
parents of children at the schools. The same refewapt away the regional bodies that
governed most schools at the time, labelling them unsapebureaucracies. The loss of
capacity that occurred at the time proved disastrousNaw Zealand legislation has
been in re-regulation mode since around 1998, albeit withimaltered governance
system. An OECD official memorably called boards o$tees ‘self perpetuating
oligarchies’ (Hirsch, 1995). The reason for their repradegiower is quite evident

from the framework used here. The parental power toseh(@r not) was incorporated
into the very system of education. Boards of schiogi®or areas dealt with the hardest

problems and biggest challenges with the least humaoreesoto do the work.

In England and Wales, there have been ongoing attemgigfttgovernance away from

LEAs (regional authorities) to individual schools. Terent reform proposals have

been heavily criticised (Audit Commission, 2006) as unifia@gnsistent and poor value
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for money. The extension of the ‘trust’ schools pplvould see schools become
independently run, and would include a range of governance snodlding significant
privatization. A number of American firms, led by Ediseee the reforms as an

opportunity to take over the running of some British school

In the United States, governance operates most sigmiljcat the level of the district.
School districts serve from homogenous to extremelyrsivpopulations, and are subject
to political influence, takeover and external attack lpary, 2003; Bulkley, 1999;
Feuerstein, 2002; Fitz & Beers, 2002; Pipho, 1995; Shamon, 1996 {@me most
interesting case studies concerns Boulder, Coloradomdaign initially launched by

one woman eventually shifted a content and reasondblgtige school district towards a
system of choice and increasing differentiation (H&wv&shcraft, 2005; Howe et al.,

2002; Miller-Kahn & Smith, 2001).

How power is exercised, its disciplines, scope and natudirectly dependent on its
locus of control. The removal or reform of regiosahooling bodies, especially if they
are to be replaced at the school level, allows forendirect or indirect control from
above, through regulation or legislation, and also toansf a schoolingystemnto a
series of individual enterprises. A reduction in regigeaernance also affects
institutional supports for schools, significantly weakenimgse close to the school, while

strengthening central steering mechanisms.
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The final issue to be discussed in this section rethtestly to the relations and rules of
power: the system of admissions to school. In Newafehlthe educational ‘free market’
of the early 1990s led to a range of significant problemdy aachildren inexplicably

left out of schools or people living next door to a schmsahg barred from attending. As
the market took hold, and the wealthiest schools beaareasingly popular and places
more contested, middle class parents found their atzéiss ‘best’ schools becoming
more problematic. There was a perceived (and, in sases@ctual) shift in decision-

making power from parents to schools.

A system of school choice inevitably produces moress f®pular schools. The
guestion of how to regulate entry is thus at the heaheo$ystem, although there is
evidence that often little attention is given to thipect (Gordon & Pearce, 2005;
Saporito, 2003; West & Hind, 2003; West, Hind, & Pennell, 2003, 2004t,Wennell,
& Hind, 2003). Systems that guarantee entry to local peopleuse neutral systems to
allocate places will have quite different outconeesystems that allow schools to
choose. There is significant evidence that, wheredsltan ‘cream skim’ (West, Hind

et al., 2003), they will do so.

Local and regional structures and practices are thensse&med by national or sub-
national legislation, regulation, funding, control anfluence. The school choice
movement has been accompanied by rhetoric that scysiehss are failing children, and
that education levels need to improve, and is often pesastthe solution to these

problems. Such rhetoric is clear within the No Child [B¥hind Act in the United States,
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the choice and specialisation policy documents of tkegbvernment and in the recent
legislation increasing school accountability for plannind eeporting student
achievement in New Zealand. Where does the power éa, thhen governments start

articulating, and demanding improvements to, schooling &addiantaged groups?

National and federal systems: public and private

This final section examines the role of governmentgrslating for systems of
education. It is the most difficult of the parts of thegper because it involves the
interaction of all five elements of Foucault’s distinos; to an extent the first four
produce the fifth. Elements of social and economittisiaf the ability to express
objectives and be heard, of the modes of the exertgewer and the institutional forms
all pattern national responses and effects througal#imration, transformation and
organisation of the social world. What makes such resgsovery complex is that they
can be formed by contradictory and conflicting goals, gadnethey may have

unintended consequences and effects.

TheNo Child Left Behind A@Q001 presents as legislation that is concerned with
improving student achievement, particularly for certategaries of ‘at risk’ child. The
Act has four basic planks: the requirement for acailitty through testing, linked to
remedial action; increased freedom to spend federal graotsding to local needs; a
shift to programs and practices based on rigorous sitergffearch; and a rule that

children who attend failing schools (as defined) may besteared to a better-performing
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school, with transport costs met by the school distand remedial services offered to

children who stay at such schools.

The literature addresses all these elements and asbogeer concerns, such as the
effects on children with disabilities (Taylor, 2005; Turlb2005; Yell, Drasgow, &
Lowrey, 2005). The main effect of the legislation is étdhschools and teachers
accountable for student achievement. As many authorsqgigEusarelli, 2004b;
Harris & Herrington, 2006; Karen, 2005; Laitsch, 2006; Ryan, 2QB#)forces teachers
into narrow test-based pedagogies. In a fascinating papsr et al examine the winners
in the testing game. They are, mainly, the testing plbts, the testing companies, the
private companies that offer tutoring and other remesgialices. Essentially, from this
perspective, the Act opens the door for a large shift idddrom the public education

sector into the hands of private corporations:

Through No Child Left Behind, the Bush Administration hagtimized the role
of private corporations in public education. This heavydkedrnnvolvement is
determined by corporate CEOs and board members who decideswilmathy of
teaching and learning, and who should have access to oppgedunit
Unfortunately, while corporations profit from public educatimmany schools and
their communities are being underserved educationallyalsgand

economically (Arce, Luna, Borjian, & Conrad, 2005)(p. 64).

Where does the power lie now? Liz Gordon. Final 1/08/2007 19



The remedies offered by the Act are choice and privaiizafurther incursions of the
private into public education, the adoption of ‘scieatifnethods that can never embrace
and transform the profoundly social processes that umdedpication and, thus, the
privileging of particular relations of power. By misrepesng the causes of educational
failure at the school level, the Act ensures thaileatlest scores will rise, educational
opportunity will not improve for those for whom thetAs intended (Mickelson &

Southworth, 2005; Snell, 2004).

The second approach of interest here argues that scmalkl become more different
from one another. This approach forms the centre oéstuigovernment reform efforts
in England and Wales. The main argument is that wideniogsado choice “will enable
access to good schools and drive up standards” (Audit Cssiamj 2006). While this is
the old notion that competition improves standardsptiey is contradictory in that the
flagship specialist schools are also intended to co-operdtend provide networks with
other local schools, in order to share expertise. Jédmsls contradictory messages to

schools (West & Bell, 2003).

The recent Audit Commission report (2006) points out abaurof flaws in the specialist
schools scheme. These flaws include: that the admsscheme offers insufficient
“checks and balances necessary to secure equity of aocegsament of parents and
children”; that choice (rather than a realistic prefiee) is not possible; that assumptions

are made that spare places are the result of poor perfoenthat a system of choice
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needs spare capacity which is not available in key aagdsthat a reduction in local

authority power improve accountability.

The key feature of the policy from an analysis of powéehat it is driven by heavily
competing goals. To begin with, the reification obicke as the main driver of school
quality privileges the choosers. Underpinning that is tlsidiary role to use specialisms
as a lever to improve quality in all schools. Not aies this assume that educational
failure is solely the product of inexpert schools and tea;iWest and Bell point out that
these schools were found through inspection to be weakdbeir community relations

and networking roles.

A significant aspect of the ongoing reforms in the Wikoive the development of public
private partnerships in education. Companies have exgrggeeest in setting up trusts
to run schools. Why would private businesses be inter@stedning schools, and what
value would they add to the education process? Wherdlumpswer lie? The striking
thing about this policy is that, even if it worked accogdio its stated intentions, the
main gains would accrue to the educationally advantagedyrapdrumbs would trickle
down to the have-nots in the form of a (small) odengprovement in the schooling
system. Far more likely, as various critics havenigal out, is the development of a two-

tier system involving fewer opportunities for those whedchthem most.

Finally, the notion that public education is bad and thexf# sector is good. Most of the

reform processes we have seen — choice, vouchersgrcbenbols and so on — are based
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at heart on the primacy of the private. The poweticgia here are simple. Those that
work in the public schooling system are seen as unmetlyézy, driven by the wrong
incentives and ineffective, with no motivation to chatiggr behaviour. The private
sector could deliver education better, cheaper and mowtiedy, it is argued
(Friedman, 1962; Hanushek, 2003). This model disempowers tedohérsating them
as mere drones responding only to external incentitvggores the role of education in
communities, and the role of communities in schoolihiggnores the profoundly social
causes of educational success and failure. Despite rttenypés to prove it, there is no
research evidence that private is better than pultllithigs being equal. After 20 years
of vouchers in Chile, the call is for more educationfdnra, more access to the still
inaccessible, more change. In the end, the promisetib&te empowers, improves,
transforms is a hollow one; everything may be changetlyannothing. The power
relations that govern education are embedded in thd sgstems of our society, and

only change at that level can ‘reform’ school outcomes.

Conclusion

The main reason given for school choice is to empdaveilies to choose the school that
best meets their needs, thereby encouraging ‘non-ched®ols to improve. It rests on
specific assumptions derived from the economic sphedenainonly shares some of the
problems of consumer choice (not all consumers have eggmlrces to choose), it fails
to take in account at all the deep cultural and histodisaburses of power that shape

schooling.
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Thus it is not surprising that school choice has not wbriéhile it may have improved
the schooling experience of some specific individulbs system improvements
promised by choice have failed to occur. The first seadif this paper examined how
power is exercised at an individual level. The reseaotés that the exercise of choice
and the modes of choosing barely differ from pre-chsystems. Those who have
always been able to exercise their first choice caetio do so. What choice does,
because it requires competition, is make top end schuwtsasingly responsive to top-
end parents, to ensure their market dominance is madtai@uch responses may have
much more to do with ensuring that disruptive or diversex@hts are removed from the
classroom, than improving educational outcomes. Therdasigerous tendency here for

schools to increasingly serve homogenous communities.

What of schools and systems? How has school chtieeed them? The research is
clear that more devolved, autonomous or privatised fafrashooling do not bring about
innovative practices. Such schools, freed from theauaratic burden that reformers
claim prevents good schooling, tend to immediately reprodxiséing school formats,
often in their most conservative guise. There isustained evidence that new categories
of schools improve performance. There are individuedptions, involving both
innovative practice and opening up opportunities for disenfraediysuth. But there
always have been alternative routes for some. Schlaoolsas charter schools and UK

specialist schools may have more power, but also tgeraler significant constraints.
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As in New Zealand, the stripping away of regional supggstems has placed new

burdens on schools.

New Zealand has a radical system of governance baspdrental power’. This model
actually encourages conservative forms. With boaragyleected every three years
from among parents, there is little opportunity for experto build up, and the onus falls
heavily onto school principals to determine policies andtjpewithin national
guidelines. The shift in empowerment towards communitiesght about by local
governance is at least equalled by the increased pressuw@spliance to external
regulations, funding shortfalls and, in poor schools, de¢gocial and community

issues.

What was devolved in New Zealand in the 1990s was the paveser-subscribed
schools to select students. The right of schools@oshtheir own intakes is a heavily
contested area, largely because the power to sk&etight’ students complements the
power of the middle class chooser. The lesson from Realand is that ‘free market’
choosing is disastrous and inefficient public policy. Neghools must ballot spare
places. Inthe UK, the proposed policy to allow g&&con some kind of academic

merit inevitably raises the spectre of social segregatio

Do the NCLB and reforms in the UK empower disadvantagedents by improving

education and driving up achievement? No, and neither, it appeatbey intended to

do so. Behind NCLB is a discourse of discipline focussetth®poorest communities
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and their schools. If these schools do not achievaribehievable, they will be closed.
Poor communities will lose schools, and the resultingsage will be: decent schooling
does not occur in poor communities. This, of course, hastessage of desegregation
in the 1950s, and is the message now. The profound sociahgaghscational
achievement in the USA attest to the failure of ‘bussaggthe apex of education policy.

NCLB will not empower poor communities.

The concept of power, based on a scheme outlined by Hotleuries to come to terms
with the complexity of the discursive and multi-layeredagpice of education, provides an
approach to assessing the multiple levels at which schodade operates. This analysis
both builds on and confirms the overwhelming reseanchrfyg that school choice does
not shift educational power towards the disenfranchisedp®litecal rhetoric that choice
reforms increase the power of children, families or mmmities is not reflected in

research evidence.
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