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Series Editor’s Foreword

This book series was introduced against an international background that comprised and continues to comprise situations that are disturbing and intriguing. The onset of Covid-19 has thrown into sharp relief arguably the major casualty of this pandemic, an unprepared, failed state. We have been left with a state shorn of the facilities and provisions one would expect of a purportedly ‘democratic’ entity that dances not only to the tune of capital accumulation but also to that reflecting the concerns of all people under its jurisdiction. The latter is certainly not the case as, with regard to the provision of social safeguards, the state has, in many places, almost been rendered threadbare by its accommodation of nefarious neoliberal policies which leaves everything outside the demands of capital to the market and voluntary organisations. While wealth is concentrated, as a result, in the hands of a few, there are those who are left to struggle for survival in a Darwinian contest that rewards the ‘winners’ and renders others disposable. Questionable wealth is concentrated in the hands of a few, who take advantage of their network of spin-doctors and ‘fake news’ soothsayers, to play the victim with regard to the pandemic. They and the many policymakers who accommodate them deflect their responsibility onto ordinary citizens and further justify curtailing the state’s social spending, to the detriment of the many, ‘the multitudes’, as referred to by Michael Hart and Toni Negri.

The series was launched at a time when the ‘social contract’, ideally one which transcends the capitalist framework (as Henry Giroux astutely remarks), is continuously being shredded as several people are removed from the index of human concerns. Many are led to live in a precarious state. Contract work has become the norm, a situation that renders one’s life less secure. There is also criticism targeted at the very nature of production and consumption with their effects on people and their relationship to other social beings and the rest of the planet, hence ‘questionable wealth’.

They are also difficult times because the initial enthusiasm for the popular quest for democracy in various parts of the world has been tempered by eventual realism based on the fact that strategically entrenched forces are not removed simply by overthrowing a dictator. Far from ushering in a ‘spring’, the uprisings in certain countries have left political vacuums – fertile terrain for religiously motivated terrorism that presents a real global security threat. This threat, though having to be controlled in many ways, not least tackling the relevant social issues at their root, presents many with a carte blanche to trample on hard-earned democratic freedoms and rights. The situation is said to further spread the ‘culture of militarization’ that engulfs youth, about which much has been written in critical education. Terrorist attacks or aborted coups allow scope for analyses on these grounds, including analyses that draw out the implications for education. Any such optimism was surely dampened in recent years notably with the likes of Benjamin Netanyahu hell bent on eradicating a resilient Palestinian population in Gaza and elsewhere in retaliation for the Hamas deadly attacks of 7 October 2023. It was quashed by the return to office at the White House of Donald Trump, whose policies can usher in a terrible vulture of doom for immigrants on whose backs the bourgeois comforts of many rest. Deportation crooks a beckoning finger at marginalized persons whose fear was the subject of a courageous homily delivered without ambiguity, in Trump’s presence, by Bishop Mariann Edgar Budde.

The security issue is constantly raised with regard to Migration, also as part of the ‘global war on terror’. Security is mortal’s chiefest enemy, it was once said, in a manner associated with Shakespeare’s ‘Scottish play’. The current situation adds another different layer of meaning to the way the Bard used it. It is availed of by those who seek curtailment of human beings’ right to asylum seeking and who render impoverished migrants as scapegoats for the host country’s economic ills. The issue of migration would be an important contemporary theme in the large domain of critical education. This phenomenon and that of Covid-19, as with any other pretext, are availed of by powers acting exclusively in the interest of capital. This leads to a further siege mentality marked by increasing otherizing, scapegoating, surveillance and incarceration. Security extends beyond the culture of fear generated through terrorism to include health issues such as the pandemic, the latter said to be spread by those who, in reality, are the least equipped to work and live safely in their homes, including rejected asylum seekers and other migrants denied citizenship, those who live in restricted and overcrowded spaces or … who do not have a home – period. They face a stark choice: exposure or starvation. Barbarism, in Rosa Luxemburg’s sense of the term, is a key feature of this choice and the society in which many live.

The series was introduced at a time when an attempt was made for politics to be rescued from the exclusive clutches of politicians and bankers. A more grassroots kind of politics has been constantly played out in globalized public arenas such as the squares and streets of Athens, Madrid, Istanbul (Gezi Park), Cairo, Tunis and New York City. A groundswell of dissent, indignation and tenacity was manifest and projected throughout all corners of the globe, albeit, as just indicated, not always leading to developments hoped for by those involved. Yet hope springs eternal. Some of these manifestations have provided pockets for alternative social action to the mainstream, including educational action. Authors writing on critical education have found, in these pockets, seeds for a truly and genuinely democratic pedagogy that will hopefully be explored and developed, theoretically and empirically, in this series.

It is in these contexts, and partly as a response to the challenges they pose, that this new series on Critical Education was conceived and brought into being. Education, though not to be attributed powers it does not have (it cannot change things on its own), surely has a role to play in this scenario; from exposing and redressing class politics to confronting the cultures of militarization, consumerism, individualism and ethnic supremacy. The call among critical educators is for a pedagogy of social solidarity that emphasizes the collective and communal in addition to the ecologically sustainable.

Critical educators have for years been exploring, advocating and organizing ways of seeing, learning and living that constitute alternatives to the mainstream. They have been striving to make their contribution to changing the situation for the better, governed by a vision or visions of systems that are socially more just. The ranks of the oppressed are swelling. Hopefully, it is the concerns of these people that are foremost in the minds and hearts of those committed to a social-justice-oriented critical education. I would be the first to admit that even a professed commitment to a critical education can degenerate into another form of radical chic or academic sterility. We need to be ever so vigilant towards not only others but also ourselves, coming to terms with our own contradictions, therefore seeking, in Paulo Freire’s words, to become less incoherent.

This series offers a platform for genuinely socially committed critical educators to express their ideas in a systematic manner. It seeks to offer signposts for an alternative approach to education and cultural work, constantly bearing in mind the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals that, albeit difficult to realize, serve as important points of reference when critiquing current policies in different sectors, including education. The series’ focus on critical education, comprising the movement known as critical pedagogy, is intended to contribute to maintaining the steady flow of ideas that can inspire and allow for an education that eschews the ‘taken for granted’.

In this particular volume, Marta Estellés offers another challenge to those who want to live critically. It is the challenge to view common words such as ‘safety’ critically in its different dimensions. Safe spaces are those that can enable children to come into subjectivity, to express different facets of their identity that do not harm others. They can safely express these without fear of ridicule or repression. ‘Safety’ can also prove to be a repressive word in itself, meaning the avoidance of uncomfortable or unsettling questions. This notion of ‘safe space’ is not neutral. It attempts to conceal, behind polite, sanitizing discourse, different hegemonic interests. That which is not hegemonic, despite the untold suffering it brings to many, is taboo which should not be mentioned. Mentioning the oppression of Palestinians in a situation of ‘settler colonialism’ is unsafe as it smacks of ‘anti-Semitism’. Arguing passionately on a matter is deemed ‘aggressive’, never mind the anger it causes to those affected by this very same matter. Affirming one’s sexual identity is also considered unsafe even in this day and age. Raising issues about slavery and genocide at the heart of the wealth and opulence of the West, spoiling one’s uncritical enjoyment of ‘things of beauty’, say gold and silver ornaments in museums, churches or palaces, is tantamount to creating an ‘unsafe’ place for those keen on flaunting ‘national’ patrimony. Never mind the Indigenous who perished or were maimed for life in extracting, under duress, the minerals put to artistic use. Referring to the gold panels, in a prominent basilica in Europe, I was advised by a priest, with whom I shared exchanges at the site, not to be critical about this and other things. My response was that it is my job to be so as an educational and cultural sociologist. I affirmed my duty as a critical citizen to raise these unsettling questions. It might create an unsafe space for the ones who make such critical affirmations, and it is this unsafety which has to be stopped, not the ‘unsafety’ of bringing the discussion of any aggressions, micro or macro, out into the open. This is what Marta Estellés’ volume enables us to do. It offers grist for the mill – discussion among people who are different but not antagonistic, as Paulo Freire would say.

Peter Mayo
Series Editor,
UNESCO Chair in Global Adult Education,
University of Malta,
Msida, Malta
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Introduction. Safety: More Than a Pervasive Term in Education

Over the last few decades, the word ‘safety’ has become silently but increasingly pervasive in educational debates. Expressions such as ‘safe spaces’, ‘safe conversations’, ‘cultural safety’ and ‘digital safety’ have inadvertently invaded our everyday vocabularies, raising little opposition. Safety, as a floating signifier, has permeated debates about disaster preparedness, outdoor education, technology education, student well-being, multiculturalism, social studies education and so on. Within this trend, educators, scholars and policy makers from different standpoints have advocated for the creation of ‘safe learning environments’ in educational contexts. Even from social justice perspectives, guaranteeing safety in education has become a way to fight against or compensate for social inequalities (e.g. Carter Andrews et al., 2018). I have termed safetyfication as the process through which safety has acquired an omnipresent status in education. In this book, I aim to problematize this process and analyse its origins and political implications.

The inquiry I present in this book began in 2020, when I first moved to Aotearoa New Zealand. I was coming from Spain (my home country), where I did my PhD in citizenship education and spent most of my time as an educator and academic. In Aotearoa New Zealand, I joined a group of scholars from the University of Auckland who were investigating the impact of Covid-19 on New Zealand schools. The research topic was far too big for me to grasp (as it probably was for the many educational researchers who at that time attempted to make sense of what was going on at that moment) so I decided to focus on the field I had worked on from the very beginning of my career: citizenship education. Supported by my colleague and mentor Professor Carol Mutch, we began a project on students’ experiences of citizenship during the pandemic. This study gave me the opportunity to listen to the experiences of dozens of teachers and students across the country (see Estellés et al., 2022; Mutch & Estellés, 2021) and was the catalyst of the research I present in this book. One of the things that surprised me from these multiple interviews was how prominent the word ‘safety’ was in the vocabulary of the teachers. The majority of them were genuinely worried about their students’ physical and mental well-being during the pandemic and the provision of safe spaces in education was their number one priority. The teachers’ constant invocation of safety surprised me at that time because of two main reasons. One was that Spanish (my native language) does not have a specific word for ‘safety’. It is commonly translated as seguridad (security), which is of course not the same. I was aware of the distinction between safety and security, but the uses of safety simply did not sound natural to me. Because of this, I did not take for granted the meanings of safety given by the participants, especially when I noticed that (and here is where the second reason comes) some of the uses of safety had dangerous – yet often unintended – political implications (see Estellés et al., 2023; Estellés & Bodman, 2022; Estellés & Fischman, 2023). Sometimes, in the name of safety, teachers were preventing students from engaging in discomforting learning, regardless of how relevant this could be for students’ lives (e.g. the management of the pandemic or rising social inequalities). At other times, safety was used to limit student participation in school and wider society, often under obvious racist and classist biases. For someone like me who believes education should raise ‘critical consciousness and praxis’ (Freire, 2021) and be the ‘midwife’ of democracy (Dewey, 1916b), these uses of safety were highly problematic. I could see that safety was reconceptualizing the purpose of education (to create ‘safe bubbles’), the role of teachers (as protective guardians) and the content of the curriculum (aligned with a curriculum for comfort). None of these reconceptualizations is politically neutral. They not only miss opportunities for democratic education (Apple & Beane, 2007) but also provide important – yet hidden – lessons about, for example, the values and dispositions a ‘good’ citizen should have (prudency, rule compliance, risk aversion, conflict avoidance etc.). In the end what I unexpectedly found with this study was that safety was contributing to the political socialization of students more than many explicit attempts of citizenship education. It became clear to me that this ‘hidden curriculum’ (Apple, 2019) of safety required further critical inquiry/interrogation. My study after all was conducted under rather exceptional circumstances (i.e. the Covid-19 pandemic) and did not attempt to examine what schools were doing in the name of safety.

At the end of 2021, I was awarded a research grant from the Spencer Foundation1 to focus more deeply on this intersection between safety and citizenship in education. The research consisted of two parts: (a) a genealogical study aimed at explaining how safety became a problem of educational concern in the Anglophone world, and (b) an ethnographic study on how four secondary schools in Aotearoa New Zealand promote safe learning environments. This ‘ethnographic genealogy’ (Tamboukou, 2003) is the research that feeds the pages of this book. During the genealogical part of this research, I started to become interested not only in the implications of safety discourses but also in their causes. In other words, I wanted to understand why safety discourses have acquired such a ubiquitous and sacred status in education. A question indebted to the work of my Spanish colleagues in Asklepios and Fedicaria, whose studies on the history of the school curriculum have taught me the importance of historizing our modes of thinking (see Cuesta, 2009; Mainer, 2008; Romero & Luis, 2008). This crucial question allowed me to appreciate the role of neoliberalism, understood as both the ‘marketisation of social life’ and ‘a technology of governing “free subjects”’ (Ong, 2007, p. 4), in the spread of safety discourses in education. Connecting safety in education with neoliberalism brought my research to a very different place. I began to understand that safety discourses are not only contributing to the depoliticization of education described above but also to an increasing psychologization and individualization of safety/social problems. They are essentially a form of psychopolitics (Han, 2017). The critical inquiry/interrogation of safety became then, from my understanding, even more politically important. This is the intellectual and political project that I have attempted to condense in this book.

In Chapter 1, I investigate the origins and development of what I term the ‘safetyfication of education’ in the Anglosphere. This genealogical inquiry was key in understanding the multiple – now entangled – meanings of safety in education and, more importantly, their link with neoliberalism. In this account, I could distinguish between four general phases, which could be broadly summarized as follows: (a) the development of mass education (1850s–1970s), when physical safety became of increasing importance; (b) the neoliberal turn (1970s–1980s), when school violence and child abuse issues came to the forefront; (c) the neoliberal consolidation period (1990s–2000s), when well-being concerns proliferated; and (d) the progressive neoliberal turn (2010s–present), when safety has been associated with social justice claims related to what Nancy Fraser calls the ‘politics of recognition’.

Chapter 2 explains the theoretical framework of the analysis, which draws upon the work of post-Foucauldian critical sociologists and philosophers, such as Dardot, Laval and Han, and their critique of neoliberalism and its techniques of self-governance. The point I argue in this chapter is that while safety in its initial meanings was used to legitimize disciplinary mechanisms, surveillance and control in schools, it has progressively moved towards the more ‘friendly’ power, as Byung-Chul Han (2017) describes it, of neoliberal psychopolitics. In other words, that neoliberalism has transformed the notion of ‘safety in education’ from a focus on physical discipline to a form of psychopolitical control that emphasizes mental optimization and self-governance.

In Chapter 3, I delve into the discourses of safety produced/disseminated by two key institutions of knowledge production and distribution: UNESCO and academia. Because of the power of UNESCO and academia to create – and provide legitimacy to – educational discourses, this chapter aims to examine the contemporary discourses of safety (re)created by them. Inspired by other Foucauldian analyses of progressive educational discourses, here I explore how the problems of safety are construed by these institutions, which specific solutions are proposed and how responsibilities are assigned accordingly. I conclude the chapter with a reflection on the dangerousness of the assumptions that underlie these discourses.

The second part of the book is focused on New Zealand’s education policies and practices to promote ‘safe’ learning environments. New Zealand presents a relevant case study for other contexts because of two main reasons: (1) it is an illustrative example of a progressive neoliberal country that has put safety at the core of its educational policies, and (2) it is a country that has traditionally exerted a considerable influence in the production and distribution of ‘new’ languages in education with international organizations and other Western nations using it as a role model. In Chapter 4, I explain what I understand as the breeding ground for the spread of safety discourses in New Zealand education in the 1990s and 2000s (i.e. the ‘Third way’ political project), and the main education policies related to safety and private actors providing education services to schools. In Chapter 5, I focus on the ethnographic study that I conducted with four secondary schools between February 2022 and November 2023. This study involved four senior leaders, fourteen classroom teachers, three teacher aids, one counsellor and fifty-two students (aged 16–18) and collected data through interviews, focus groups, school documents and observations. The findings show how schools often respond to the pressures of ‘keeping students safe’ through ‘well-being washing’ practices, a culture of overregulation of teacher-student interactions, and the externalization/privatization of safety services and programmes. Chapter 6 reflects upon the hidden curriculum of safety. It looks at the ways in which that corpus of tacit norms, beliefs, values and dispositions taught at schools legitimizes, reinforces and (re)creates – not without resistance – forms of neoliberal self-governance (e.g. psychologization, mental optimization) and dissuades attempts to alter the socio-economic and cultural order.

The last chapter begins with a call to move away from safety discourses in education discussing how these discourses, in theory and practice, oppose critical and democratic ways of understanding education. The book, then, concludes with a tentative attempt to go beyond ‘merely’ understanding the world to envision possible ways of changing it. Ways otherwise full of risks, yet worth taking.




1 

From Incident Prevention to Social Justice: The Safetyfication of Education

The Spanish sociologist of education Carlos Lerena began his book Reprimir y Liberar (Repress and Liberate), with the following quote: ‘Si se quiere empezar por el principio, el principio son las palabras’ (If we want to start from the beginning, the beginning is words) (Lerena, 1983, p. 1, translation is mine). Despite lack of recognition, this masterpiece examined the intricate and often contradictory ways in which the lexicon of education has contributed to the (re)production of social hierarchies. In this work, Lerena (1983) provided a magnificent example of how the words we use, even if embedded in emancipatory rhetoric and ideals, inadvertently impose on us their own history. Hence his call to begin by subjecting words to criticism.

As explained in the introductory chapter, the notion of ‘safety’ has acquired an omnipresent – quasi-sacred – status in Anglophone education systems over the last few decades. Nowadays, safety is used to frame educational issues as diverse as sexual abuse, school-based violence, inclusion of minorities, student misbehaviour, drug consumption, multiculturalism, religious education, extremism and digital participation. This notion is invoked by academics, educators and policy makers from vastly different (and, often, opposing) standpoints: from authoritarian advocates through to social justice activists. I have termed ‘safetyfication’ as the process through which safety has permeated all aspects of educational life. By naming the process, I would like not only to call for a denaturalization of safety in education but also to situate it in historical perspective. After all, denaturalization and historization are enterprises that come with one another, as philosophers from Marx and Nietzsche to Foucault would argue.

This chapter is an attempt to explain how and why the safetyfication of education has taken place. It is inspired by Raymond Williams (2017) and Carlos Lerena’s (1983) analyses of society’s keywords that recognized the relationship between language change and social change. Thus, this inquiry is an account and an interpretation on how the meanings of safety in education have shifted over time reflecting broader sociopolitical and economic changes. This examination will exclusively focus on the Anglo world (note that safety does not have the same connotations in other languages/cultures). Although examples from Australia, Canada and Aotearoa New Zealand have been used, in this chapter I have mostly focused on the developments taken place in the UK and the United States, given their pivotal roles in shaping educational policies and practices. While there are some vernacular conditions to each country that I have attempted to include below, obvious commonalities can be observed due to both the common language and the strong social, cultural, economic and political networks shared by the Anglosphere. My hope is that this tentative (and brief) explanation would help us begin to discuss the history of safety in education imposed on us.

Early calls for safety at schools

In 2014, Ros Sullivan, a scholar concerned with increasing aspirations of ‘total safety’ in outdoors education, conducted a genealogical study on how the terms save, safe and safety evolved in English language from the thirteenth century through to the twentieth century, observing an expansion in the importance given to safety in modern times. This scholar noted that initial calls for safety at schools reflected broader safety concerns arising in the labour world in the nineteenth century (Sullivan, 2014). By this time, safety was increasingly understood as something that could be controlled rather than as a misfortune or product of bad luck, an idea developed in a longue durée process that began in the sixteenth century (Sullivan, 2014; see also Swuste et al., 2021). The idea of safety as prevention of future harm, which implied the rise of risk mentality, came hand in hand with the development of capitalism. First endeavours to promote safety in the workplace were mostly fostered by ‘companies where a growing burden of accidents was jeopardising production and productivity’ (Swuste et al., 2021, p. 10). Throughout the nineteenth century, these efforts became increasingly visible in British and US references to new technologies, systems and practices (Swuste et al., 2021). In the second half of this century, schools, particularly in urban areas, began to incorporate some of these technologies and practices aimed at preventing physical damage (Sullivan, 2014). See, for example, the accounts by Heath and colleagues (2007) of the first fire alarms and drills in New York schools in the 1850s. The understanding that accidents could be avoided gained popularity in the early twentieth century when safety became what Sullivan (2014, p. 79) calls a ‘designated practice’. Phrases like ‘safety first’, initially coined in the US railway industry in 1873, found resonance in Britain during the early twentieth century, becoming integral to safety initiatives in factories (1914) and schools (1924) (Sullivan, 2014; Swuste et al., 2021). As the incipient welfare states took greater responsibility for worker protection, safety legislation gradually regulated all workplaces, including schools, often after crises, tragedies or disasters (Heath et al., 2007).

The first initiatives to promote safety education began to appear at the beginning of the twentieth century. The following quote by the chairman of the US National Safety Council in 1926 clearly illustrates the new notion of physical safety as something that can be managed and fostered through public education:

The problem is at [the] bottom a psychological one, to get people to think in terms of safety. Safety, the saving of lives and limbs, is part of the conservation movement, and conservation is a part of efficiency. Engineers are thinking in terms of efficiency; they are beginning to think in terms of conservation, and this must inevitably bring with it the conservation of humanity as well as of materials and energy. It is the public school that is the most fertile ground of all. If men and women are to have a regard for safety that will control their lives in an important way, they must get it while they are children. The problem is therefore to introduce safety education into the schools in such a way that it shall permanently affect the child’s way of thinking.

(Whitney, 1926, p. 538)

As the quote above shows, by the 1920s, there was an incipient awareness on the importance of (self-)risk management, and public education, as expanding to larger sectors of society, started to be conceived as the best means to promote such new mentality.

The integration of safety practices and educational programmes at schools continued to grow in the decades that followed together with the expansion of mass education. To mention but a few examples from Aotearoa New Zealand, school road patrols began in the 1930s (Waka Kotahi NZ Transport Agency, n.d.), swimming lessons for primary schools in the 1940s (Moran, 2001), safety for school camping and outdoor education in the 1950s, electrical safety education in the 1960s (Sullivan, 2014) and safety in school workshops in the 1980s (New Zealand Department of Education, 1986). A similar growing pattern has been observed in other Anglophone countries (see Heath et al., 2007). By the 1960s, evidence of a safety consciousness began to emerge, shaping identities such as a safe worker and a safe teacher (Sullivan, 2014). This consciousness came with a sense of responsibility over the safety of students, yet it was not until the late 1970s that safety became ‘a reason for dismissal’ and a sign of ‘competency and effectiveness’ (McCauley, 1979).

Up to the 1970s, however, attempts to promote safety in schools were mostly related to incident/hazard prevention and physical damage avoidance. Calls to protect children’s mental health at schools also started to appear in the early twentieth century. Some of these calls arouse after school-related disasters/tragedies (school explosions, fires etc.), when concerns about child physical safety and emotional trauma were raised in conjunction (Heath et al., 2007; Lindemann, 1944). Yet, while these concerns connect with contemporary understandings of emotional safety, they were not framed in such terms.

In some psychology circles, the expression of an ‘emotional safety valve’ started to be used for therapeutic purposes (e.g. Freeman, 1946; Kaufman, 1956). Occasionally, this expression percolated into educational contexts too. In 1934, for example, the chairman of the music department of a New York high school advocated for the integration of music in the curriculum as an ‘emotional safety valve’ (Seibold, 1934, p. 69). In 1969, Graves explained, in an issue of the National Association of Secondary School Principals Bulletin, about student unrest of how unauthorized or underground newspapers in high schools served as a ‘safety valve where the restless student can let off steam’ (Graves, 1969, p. 194). Apart from these exceptions, the term ‘safety’ continued to be used primarily in physical terms until the late 1970s. As an example, the Rights and Freedoms of Public School Students (Gaddy, 1971), published in 1971 and commissioned by the US Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, incorporated several calls to student safety, yet they all referred to issues of physical integrity.

While efforts aimed at preventing physical damage continued to grow towards the end of the twentieth century, a new, expanded understanding of safety became widespread with the neoliberal turn.

The neoliberal turn

In the 1970s and 1980s, the Anglophone world experienced a resurgent focus on safety at schools concurrent with the transition from social democracy to neoliberalism. This renewed attention on safety revolved around two main perceived dangers: school violence and child abuse. While in the past most identified threats were those inflicted by hazards and/or disasters, in the 1970s and 1980s the meaning of danger was expanded to include a broader range of risks (emotional, sexual etc.) and threats were represented by other people: abusers, criminals, vandals and so on. The examples of the ‘safety valve’ explained in the previous section could be interpreted as antecedents of this new meaning of safety, not only because this phrase was applied to a new dimension (emotional/psychological) but also because it implicitly referred to a new category of risks that could be managed and controlled: dangerous people.

As Harvey (2005, p. 2) explains, neoliberalism is fundamentally a theory of political-economic practices that considers that human well-being can be most effectively enhanced by fostering individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework marked by robust private property rights and free markets. The state’s role is to establish and maintain an institutional framework conducive to such practices. This involves establishing the necessary military, defence, police, legal – and, arguably, educational – structures and functions to safeguard entrepreneurial freedoms and private property rights and ensure the smooth operation of markets, even if force is required. The neoliberal critique of the welfare state, therefore, emphasized the need to reduce government intervention, promote individual responsibility and rely more on market forces to drive economic growth and social progress. As accounts on the history of neoliberalism by Harvey (2005), Escalante Gonzalbo (2016) and Dardot and Laval (2013) have pointed out, the neoliberal shift was, to a large extent, associated with the restoration of the power of economic elites. The widespread discontent triggered by the increasing unemployment and inflation of the 1970s and the convergence of labour and urban social movements seemed to signal the emergence of a socialist alternative. Communist and socialist parties were making gains across much of Europe, and even in the United States, popular movements were advocating for extensive reforms and state interventions. This climate posed a clear political threat to economic elites and ruling classes worldwide. As stated by Harvey (2005), ‘the upper classes had to move decisively if they were to protect themselves from political and economic annihilation’ (p. 15). In Bourdieu’s (2001) words, the neoliberal turn was a ‘conservative revolution’.

As noted, one of the perceived threats that attracted considerable attention in the 1970s and 1980s was school violence. In this context, debates around school safety began to be associated with a broad range of behavioural issues in schools that ranged from student vandalism and crime through to drug abuse and peer victimization. Reports of student violence gained particular attention in the United States. This focus largely reflected the conservative calls to replace discipline and the social order at a time of numerous ‘social threats’: regular social protests, increasing rates of crime resulting from the economic crisis, swelling arrival of immigrant populations from Asia and Latin America, the so-called ‘busing plans’ to reverse racial segregation at schools1 and so on. With the convergence of Black activism, anti-war demonstrations, campus protests and urban riots, fear of popular uprisings, especially among youth, was not unfounded (Fuentes, 2018). As explained by Fuentes (2018):

In the mid-to-late 1960s, the irresistible forces acting on public schools were varied and potent. Social protest movements, including those focused on war, civil rights, student rights, and black, Puerto Rican, and Chicano nationalism, were in play. At the same time, in urban areas especially, increasing residential racial segregation and economic hardship for the poor fuelled crime and violence. Race riots exploded in Watts, a Los Angeles neighborhood, and in New York City, in 1966 and a year later in Newark and Detroit. Schools were, not surprisingly, one institution where these combustible trends reached their flashpoint. It was during this period, in fact, that the words school and violence were first joined in news reporting.

(online)

National media reports in the 1970s reported school violence incidents as a result of racial turmoil and political protest as crimes against property and persons (Fuentes, 2018). The problem of school violence went from being largely overlooked in the early 1960s to being characterized as an ‘epidemic’ (Brodbelt, 1978), a ‘distressing national concern’ (Jaslow, 1978) and a ‘crisis of discipline’ (Newman, 1980) by the end of the 1970s. The widespread concern of school violence was reflected in the approval of The Safe Schools Act (1972), the publication of reports from the US Senate Judiciary Committee (Bayh, 1975, 1977), the national study Violent Schools – Safe Schools from the National Institute of Education (1978) and the foundation of the National School Safety Center in 1984. As a result of these concerns, there was a significant rise in the involvement of private guards (King, 1970) and the police within school settings (Briers & Dickmann, 2011). As Briers and Dickmann (2011) explain:

… since the late 1960s in many regions of the United States, police officers started to visit schools, but had a limited formal school role. By the 1980s they were not only visiting schools on a regular basis but were frequently stationed in schools. The police had their own offices within schools and were consequently regarded by the parents, pupils and staff as being part of the school community because of their daily presence and the involvement and interaction they had with the school (Goggins et al., 1994). In essence, they were considered to be an integral part of the school’s structure and operations and they were involved in key issues such as pupils’ exclusion from school, assisting with the development of safety policies and devising critical incident plans.

(p. 163)

In the UK, similar to Australia, New Zealand and Canada, the issue of school violence did not raise the same level of attention as in the United States and, instead, a more ‘preventative approach’ was adopted (Bradford & Yesberg, 2019; Briers & Dickmann, 2011). Yet, student disruptive behaviour and crime within schools also became a prominent public issue in the 1980s (Sweeney, 2023). The Professional Association of Teachers requested the UK prime minister to establish a committee of inquiry to examine discipline in schools (Sweeney, 2023). This request led to the Discipline in Schools Report of the Committee of Enquiry chaired by Lord Elton (Elton, 1989). In the following years, ongoing concerns persisted regarding the influence of disruptive behaviour on academic performance levels in schools, with isolated incidents garnering significant media coverage (Briers & Dickmann, 2011). In response to these concerns about ‘dangerous’ students and students ‘at risk’, there was a rise in the adoption of surveillance methods and security strategies, accompanied by a growing presence of police officers in schools (Briers & Dickmann, 2011).

The other ‘danger’ that brought the term safety to the forefront in the 1970s and 1980s was child abuse. The neoliberal focus on ‘child abuse’ and its implications for childhood policies have been well documented by childhood sociologists and historians in the UK (Hendrick, 1993; Parton, 1979; Rogowski, 2015), the United States (Costin et al., 1996; DeMause, 1998), Australia (Scott & Swain, 2002) and New Zealand (I. K. Hyslop, 2022). As these scholars explain, there was a global increase in awareness regarding child abuse from the mid-1960s onwards, which was mostly initiated by paediatricians. Until the 1960s, the terminology in policy and practice centred on ‘child cruelty’ (Rogowski, 2015; Scott & Swain, 2002). In 1962, Henry Kemp and colleagues (1962) in the United States introduced the term ‘battered child syndrome’, identified as a clinical condition affecting young children who experienced severe physical abuse. In the 1970s, ‘battered child’ gave way to ‘non-accidental injury to children’, including dimensions related to child sexual and emotional abuse (Rogowski, 2015). By the 1980s, ‘child abuse’ became the overarching term encompassing physical, sexual and emotional abuse, along with neglect (Rogowski, 2015).

The issue of child sexual abuse gained significant attention in the 1970s with the second-wave feminist movement that exposed the horrors of domestic sexual violence and rape (Jenkins, 1998; Lowenkron, 2014). The sexual dimension of child abuse, however, also attracted the attention of traditional and conservative groups who were concerned about the growing acceptance of the ‘sexual deviations’ advocated during the sexual revolution of the 1960s and early 1970s. Resorting to a clear form of moral panic politics, these groups used the fight against child sexual abuse to revive public fears about crime and sexual danger and reaffirm traditional values and discipline (Jenkins, 1998). Despite the efforts of the feminist movement to address issues of violence against women and children as part of the same structural, patriarchal problem (Crane, 2018), media coverage and social policies at that time treated these issues as distinct and separate (Bowen & Hamblin, 1981).

Moral conservatism in relation to child abuse rapidly gained public support from about 1975 (Jenkins, 1998) with several media cases covering cases of child abuse in great detail and sensationalist manner (Crane, 2018). Highly publicized media cases increased the pressure on professionals working with children, including teachers, to control, reduce and monitor the problem (Costin et al., 1996). These growing concerns over child abuse paved the way to latter policies, such as ‘safety checking’ of professionals working with children and the requirement for schools to develop abuse recognition and reporting mechanisms (Hyslop & Keddell, 2019; Keddell, 2017). As noted by Keddell (2017), these policies portrayed the problem of child abuse ‘as one of a failure of surveillance, identification and referral problems’ (p. 96). Other educational policies that were derived from such concerns were no-touching protocols at schools and the unwritten norm for teachers of ‘never be alone with a student’ (Fletcher, 2013). The culture of suspicion derived from these policies has even propelled teachers, afraid of being accused of child abuse, to demand top-down surveillance and clear safety guidelines (Jones, 2004).

The focus on child abuse and students ‘at risk’ often served to legitimize social control mechanism. As observed by historian Hendrick (Hendrick, 1993, pp. 7–8), measures aimed at safeguarding children as victims consistently included punitive aspects, functioning to manage children as potential threats. In education, for example, the focus on child abuse led to the development of school programmes in collaboration with the police. This is the case, for instance, of the ‘Protective Behaviours’ programme used in Australia and some parts of the UK and the United States and ‘Keeping Ourselves Safe’ in New Zealand in the 1980s. While differences in approach certainly existed between these programmes (see Briggs & Hawkins, 1994), they were both aimed at teaching children how to identify and report abuse or, in other words, how to keep themselves safe.

Additionally, health education curricula began to include guidelines of how ‘students can act safely in social situations’ (e.g. New Zealand Department of Education, 1985; UK Department of Education and Science, 1986), and resources for teacher education were distributed by educational authorities outlining how to deal with suspected cases of sexual abuse. The rationale for these resources is well illustrated in the Sexual Abuse and the School booklet developed by the New Zealand Department of Education (1989):

All children are vulnerable to sexual abuse – regardless of family situation, race, sex, age, or socio-economic level. While all adults need to take responsibility for protecting and for caring for children, as teachers we spend a great deal of time with our students. This daily contact, and ability to notice changes in a child’s behaviour, learning, and well-being places us in a strong position to help the abused child.

(p. 5)

As can be seen in the quote above, children were portrayed as potential victims, the responsibility to address the issue of child abuse was placed on individuals (adults/teachers), and, perhaps more importantly, this issue became completely depoliticized (children vulnerable of abuse regardless of family situation, race, sex, age or socio-economic level). Reports of child abuse in New Zealand in the 1980s clearly stated that girls were ‘notably over-represented’ in cases of sexual abuse and Indigenous children suffered significantly more physical abuse (Dalley, n.d.). Such inequalities – and their causes – were omitted not only in the calls for child safety of the time but also in the solutions proposed, which were focused on improving reporting mechanisms and fostering the psychological well-being of the survivors (e.g. making telephone helplines available and funding for therapy) (Dalley, n.d.).

Neoliberal consolidation

In the 1990s, the neoliberal reforms started in the previous decades continued expanding with a parallel decline of social democratic policies. In this context, education played a pivotal role in the so-called ‘individualization of social risk’ (Bauman, 2001) – that is, the growing emphasis on individual autonomy and responsibility in managing risks, regardless of whether they are related to employment, mental health or political participation. Indeed, several educational initiatives started at this time fostered engaged, responsible, and highly adaptable citizen subjectivities aligned with the neoliberal cannon (Evans, 2015; Freebody et al., 2018; Romero & Estellés, 2019). The (neo)liberal praise for individual autonomy and its critique to authoritarianism aligned with the long Rousseauian tradition of child-centred education that rejects any direct teaching/instruction and, instead, focuses on the ‘learner’. This convergence triggered the shift named by Biesta (2010) as learnification, a process arguably complementary to safetyfication since the location of the ‘learner at the centre’ required the provision of a ‘safe environment’ where learning is supposed to happen. The development of this new meaning of safety began with the critique of the punitive approach of the student-at-risk discourses dominant in the previous years. The echoes of this critique, together with increasing concerns about student emotional well-being, encouraged the embracement of ‘softer’, preventative approaches in which ‘safety’ was seen as a more suitable framework to deal with school violence issues.

In an article published by the School Psychology Review journal, Morrison and colleagues (1994) advocated for the reframing of school violence as school safety. As they argued, ‘focusing on school safety rather than school violence implies that educators take a nurturing, educative stance, as well as a protective stance, in response to school violence and toward developing a safe school environment’ (p. 237). For the authors, this ‘educative stance’ involved fostering ‘a climate of acceptance and nurturing’ at school where students can thrive (p. 241) and ‘develop[ing] resiliency in youth to help them cope with the stresses and risks associated with violence’ (p. 236). Using Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which includes safety as one of the basic human needs, Morrison and colleagues (1994) argued the idea of school safety as a precondition for learning: ‘children do have a right to receive an education. Common sense dictates that this requires safe and orderly environments to maximise their opportunity to learn and prosper’ (p. 239). The position that Morrison and colleagues advocated for in this article – and their justification in psychological terms – is an accurate representation of the stance taken by several international organizations, national authorities and educational scholars in the decades to come. The fact that the article was published in a psychology journal was not a coincidence; it reflected broader trends of ‘psychologisation’ (De Vos, 2012) and ‘therapisation’ (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019) of education that were starting to become widespread.

The range of ‘psy’ disciplines (Dardot & Laval, 2013; De Vos, 2012) in education that emerged in the late 1990s–early 2000s implicitly embracing the overall narrative of safety as a precondition for learning was broad: student well-being, education for resilience, anti-bullying education, trauma-informed teaching, socio-emotional learning and so on. This psycho-therapeutic turn, which emphasized notions of ‘vulnerability’, ‘abuse’ and ‘trauma’ as heightened risks, led to several forms of emotional support and educational intervention (Ecclestone & Brunila, 2015). In these decades, numerous state-supported initiatives sought to prevent and ameliorate youth mental health problems under the umbrella of ‘emotional wellbeing’ in the UK and ‘social and emotional learning’ in the United States (Ecclestone, 2011, p. 92). For instance, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning network – founded in 1994 and supported by the US Department of Education and a long list of private philanthropic institutions – developed an influential framework for socio-emotional learning to cultivate the ‘socio-emotional skills and safe environments that advance students’ learning and development’. This narrative is still very present today in state-led initiatives. As an example, the Children & Young People’s Emotional Health and Wellbeing in Education Framework by the UK Department of Education (UK Department of Education, 2021) claims to be based on the idea that ‘a child or young person entering school feeling happy, healthy, safe and connected to school is more likely to fully engage in learning’ (p. 12).

International organizations have, too, been deeply involved in the spread of well-being/safety discourses in education. See, for example, attempts led by UNESCO, UNICEF and the OECD to measure and monitor youth well-being and address growing levels of psycho-emotional vulnerability around the world (e.g. Ben-Arieh, 2006; OECD, 2009; UNICEF, 2007). In tandem with this institutional support, an expanding, unregulated industry focused on well-being and mental health interventions emerged (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019; McLaughlin, 2012).

Over the last few years, discourses of well-being and safety have gained new momentum with the emergence of online threats (e.g. Black et al., 2022) and the Covid-19 pandemic (e.g. Walker, 2020). These new ‘manufactured risks’, to use Giddens’ (1999a) terminology, have triggered numerous national calls for child protection, educational policy attention and the development of several safe online learning services for schools in the last few years. As an example of the latter, the international for-profit organization Qoria provides online safety services to thousands of schools worldwide, closely monitoring students’ digital life.

Despite the overwhelming institutional support of well-being discourses, these discourses have faced criticism from different perspectives. Occasionally, these critiques have also extended their scope to notions of safety. Some scholars, for example, have criticized the hidden paternalistic practices that underlie calls to protect children from (emotional) harm (Moore et al., 2015; Smith, 2014) and how children’s safety is often construed in opposition to their participatory rights (Warrington & Larkins, 2019). Other voices have condemned the neoliberal citizen subjectivities promoted through these discourses (e.g. Ecclestone & Brunila, 2015; Richerme, 2022). As stated by Ecclestone and Brunila (2015):

This discourse connects political rhetoric and regulatory therapeutic programmes to the ‘self-steering’ capacities of subjects themselves, creating individuals who are physically, mentally and emotionally healthy, emotionally literate/intelligent, adaptable, autonomous, self-responsible, entrepreneurial, flexible and self-centred. At the same time, they are resilient enough to take responsibility for the emotional damages that marketisation causes.

(p. 494)

Aligned with the critique above, the individualizing and depoliticizing effects of psycho-therapeutic approaches in education have also been an object of strong criticism (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019; Freebody et al., 2018; Walton, 2011; Zembylas, 2008, 2016). As explained by Zembylas (2016), these approaches ‘not only pathologise social problems as individual psychological deficiencies or traits, but also obscure the recognition of serious structural inequalities and ideological commitments that perpetuate social injustices through educational policy and practice’ (p. 287). Despite these critiques, the discourses of safety in education have continued to grow over the last decade, yet with new connotations.

The rise of recognition politics

The recent rise of social justice claims related to what Nancy Fraser calls the ‘politics of recognition’ has been the shaping mould of what could be considered the latest redefinition of educational safety in the Anglosphere – that is, the understanding of safety in education as a path towards social justice. Under this understanding, safety began to be used to frame educational issues related to the inclusion of minority and oppressed groups to designate learning spaces free from discrimination, culturally responsive pedagogies, educational encounters based on the recognition of, and respect for, diversity and so forth. Thus, this change implied a new expansion of the meanings attributed to safety. Yet, as noted, this change did not happen in a vacuum.

Since the 1960s, the political left has increasingly focused on issues of recognition of cultural difference as a response to the non-realization of equality for certain groups who have traditionally suffered discrimination in the form of invisibility, misrecognition, negative stereotyping, cultural imperialism and so on. In the 1970s and 1980s, feminism, antiracism and gay rights movements emerged as integral components of left-wing political discourse seeking to achieve respect for groups together with claims about redistribution of resources. By the end of the 1980s, however, notions of class struggle waned in popularity after the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the ascendancy of liberal democracies. At this time described by Fukuyama (1989) as the ‘end of history’, the ‘politics of recognition’ began to displace the ‘politics of distribution’ (Fraser, 2019). In the decades that followed, the politics of recognition assumed a more dominant role in the left spectrum with growing support from academia (Mounk, 2023) and, at least rhetorically, from several international organizations, governments and big corporations (Cummins, 2020; Sharma et al., 2023). This seemingly incongruent confluence of new social movements and hyper-capitalistic forces has given rise to a new form of neoliberalism, termed by Fraser (2017, 2019) as ‘progressive neoliberalism’. This term aims to capture the process through which neoliberalism has co-opted ideas initially originated in the new social movements (e.g. social justice, diversity, equality), while disconnecting them from struggles for redistribution and the questioning of fundamental social structures. Despite efforts to challenge the false antithesis between struggles for redistribution and recognition (see e.g., Fraser, 1995, 1997, 2000), the displacement of recognition politics from politics of distribution in the political left has become further established after the 2008 economic crisis, the Brexit vote and the 2016 US presidential election (see Moran, 2018, 2020).

Education, of course, has not remained outside this political context and has also reflected this ‘recognition turn’ (Grain & Lund, 2016; Sharma et al., 2023; Williamson et al., 2007). It is in this recent context of the eclipse of distribution politics by recognition politics where the rise of the latest formulation of safety in education can be located. Indeed, the notion of safety did not appear as part of the political imaginary of the social movements of the 1970s and 1980s related to sexuality, gender, ethnicity and race (see Williamson et al., 2007). Perhaps because, as Mounk (2023) explains, the initial aim of these movements was to dismantle these categories (the same as social class) so that society no longer allocates responsibilities and rewards based on whether an individual is a woman or happens to be Black (see Fields & Fields, 2014). In contrast, the newer developments of these movements that opted for the organization of political action based on group identities embraced a ‘strategic essentialism’ (Spivak, 1987; see also Moran, 2018; Mounk, 2023) that required the creation of (safe) spaces where such identities could express their authenticity and gain recognition.

As McLaughlin explains, the move from the old to the new social movements involved the adoption of a politics of recognition, ‘where there was an emphasis on the hurt caused to the integrity of the self by the withholding of recognition’ (pp. 71–2). Increasingly, the demanded form of recognition was that of the ‘wounded self’ (Brown, 1993). As explained by Ecclestone and Brunila (2015) and McLaughlin (2012), contemporary calls for recognition have claimed the need to recognize that ‘trauma’ is not equally distributed among all social groups, advocating for further attention to those deemed as most emotionally vulnerable/at risk. The following quote by Richerme (2022) characterizes this perspective:

given that students marginalised because of their race, class, gender identity, or other qualities often endure more emotional trauma than other student populations, the absence of attention to students’ emotional well-being may further existing inequities.

(p. 7)

The turn towards concerns about emotional well-being by recent social movements has been well documented by McLaughlin (2012). As this scholar explains, this move towards recognition of trauma relates to an increasing positioning of the subject as a survivor on the basis of inherent vulnerability. As such, the demand for recognition becomes, albeit collective, psychological rather than political, legitimizing forms of emotional support and educational intervention. Ecclestone and Brunila (2015) have termed this process as the ‘therapisation of social justice’. This process refers to ‘the provision of psychologised interventions as “therapies” to social problems, makes inequality a predominantly individual and psycho-emotional issue, thus depoliticising the causes of inequality’ (Ecclestone & Brunila, 2015 cited in Zembylas, 2016, p. 287). This process is key in the rise of the latest understanding of safety in education. In this context, the notion of safety is central in the advice provided on how to deal with the psychological themes of trauma, vulnerability, abuse and well-being. Here, the safe space is believed to be a space for the acknowledgement/recognition of the psychological harm where the wounded self is able to speak out (McLaughlin, 2012).

This new meaning of safety has been prolific in recent educational debates of the Anglosphere. Safety has become particularly institutionalized in the attempts of post-colonial countries like Australia, Canada and Aotearoa New Zealand (not so much the United States) to address the legacies of their colonial past. In Canada, for instance, the so-called ‘trauma-informed teaching’ has been at the core of educational initiatives aimed at promoting the inclusion of Indigenous people. As the Trauma-Informed Schools report released in 2016 by the Ontario Federation of Indigenous Friendship Centres explains:

This community-driven research contributes to a growing body of literature on the impact of historic and intergenerational trauma as well as its continued role in creating social and economic disparities experienced by Indigenous youth, families, and communities. These disparities result in negative student outcomes including greater exposure to violence, weak school performance, and disengagement from school. This project also considers how school systems can play a stronger role in cultivating safe and accepting environments.

(Ontario Federation & of Indigenous Friendship Centres, 2016, p. i)

In Australia, The Healing Foundation, a government-funded body set up in 2009 to ‘support initiatives which redress the historical removal of indigenous children from their families’, launched the Stolen Generations Resource Kit for Teachers and Students in 2019, which introduces the work they do as follows: ‘We work with communities to create a place of safety, providing an environment for Stolen Generations members and their families to speak for themselves, tell their own stories and be in charge of their own healing’ (The Healing Foundation, 2019, p. 6).

In Aotearoa New Zealand, the notion of ‘cultural safety’ has been embraced by influential scholars and several educational policies for the well-being and academic success of Indigenous and Pacific learners (e.g. Bishop & Berryman, 2006; Bishop & Glynn, 2003). The rationale underneath this notion is that children feel safe when ‘they are wrapped in their culture’ and cultural safety allows them ‘to be who and what they are’ (Macfarlane et al., 2007, p. 65). Interestingly, however, the Indigenous Māori word for safety haumaru did not exist twenty years ago. Now it is everywhere.2

Under the rationales described above, the latest meanings of safety in education as a means of social justice has led to the advocacy of a broad range of educational practices: a ‘callout culture’ in the classroom, the display of trigger warnings, the introduction of culturally responsive content and practices in the classroom, an open climate for the discussion of controversial issues, the recognition of mutual vulnerability between teachers and students for the discussion of sensitive issues etcetera. The intersection between these practices and neoliberalism is further explored in the following chapters. Yet, the point I would like to highlight here is that this latest notion of safety as a path towards social justice has implied a step forward towards the total safetyfication of education, that is, the reconsideration of all things educational in terms of safety: safe schools, safe teachers, safe students, safe classrooms, safe pedagogies and safe curricula.

To conclude

Safety has not always been a problem of educational concern, nor has it always been understood in the same way. Over the course of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, this term has, rather than changed, expanded in meaning in tandem with a list of manufactured risks deemed to be managed and controlled. In the inquiry above, I attempted to show that such expansions in meaning have not emerged in isolation but rather have provided a lexical vehicle of expression for developing ‘ways of thinking about our common life’ (Williams, 2017, p. 1). These modes of thinking seem to be connected to broader processes of the psychologization of education and the individualization of social risk. Yet, examining these social modes of thinking, as Carlos Lerena would say, is (only) the beginning.




2 

From Biopolitics to Psychopolitics: Safety in Education as a Technology of Power

In the previous chapter, I attempted to explain how what I termed the safetyfication of education has taken place over the last few decades. In such account, neoliberalism can be interpreted not only as a condition of possibility for the widespread use of safety in education but also as its main driver. In this chapter, my aim is to examine, in more detail, the relationship between neoliberalism and safety in education. In order to do so, I will use the ‘toolbox’ of Foucault’s investigations about power in the late 1970s, as well as the contributions of post-Foucauldian critical philosophers and sociologists, such as Han, Laval and Dardot. The point I would like to argue here is that while safety in its initial meanings was used to legitimize disciplinary mechanisms, surveillance and control in schools, it has progressively moved towards the more ‘friendly’ power, as Byung-Chul Han (2017, p. 15) describes it, of neoliberal psychopolitics.

Technologies of power: from disciplinary coercion to psychopolitics

In Security, Territory, Population and The Birth of Biopolitics, Foucault (2004, 2007) traced the ways in which governmental rationalities changed from the early centuries of the Christian era to the rise of the modern nation state. These lectures present a detailed and intricate historical analysis of the emergence of neoliberalism. Foucault understood the notion of government as a series of strategies, techniques and procedures intended to conduct the conduct of human beings. He coined the term ‘governmentality’, a combination of government and mentality. As Foucault (1979) explains, the act of governance always ‘involves a certain type of rationality’ (p. 254); that is, it entails specific methods of framing problems that validate, authorize and deem the practice of governance as rational. One of Foucault’s significant insights in his exploration of governmentality was the critical connection he identified within liberalism between the self-governance and the governance of the state. He noted that, within liberal governmentality, individual freedom entails a form of self-governance (e.g. individuals who perceive themselves in terms of freedom) that is strategically crucial for the governance of the state. Liberal governmentality restructures institutions of disciplinary power, such as schools and factories, to ensure the preservation of freedom, which serves as both an effect and a tool of power. Incorporating individuals into the modern state does not occur solely through coercion but predominantly through a specific form of self-governance that operates at the level of subjectivity. Disciplinary mechanisms become crucial to ensure self-governance. As Foucault (2007) explains, within liberal governmentality

punishment will not just be the spectacular, definitive moment of the hanging, fine, or banishment, but a practice like incarceration with a series of exercises and a work of transformation on the guilty person in the form of what we call penitentiary techniques: obligatory work, moralization, correction, and so forth.

(p. 19)

Disciplinary power exerts authority over individuals by recognizing aberrant behaviour and employing suitable methods to rectify it. Bentham’s panopticon was the perfect example of this process of shaping subjectivity. This architectural figure induces in the convict a state of conscious, permanent visibility that constrains them to good behaviour. Power, thus, transcends mere sovereign will and assumes the form of oblique methods or indirect legislation aimed at conducting the conduct.

While disciplinary mechanisms predated the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Foucault contends that during this era, these mechanisms began to evolve into general formulas of domination – that is, biopolitics (Foucault, 2007, pp. 137–8). The shift from sovereign power to disciplinary power emerged alongside changes in production methods, in particular the transition from agrarian to industrial production. With the progression of industrialization, there was a need to discipline the body to align it with production processes. Instead of subjecting the body to torture, disciplinary power subjects it to a set of rules. As Dardot and Laval (2013) explain, without these disciplinary techniques, individuals would not have willingly or spontaneously transitioned to industrial and market societies solely due to the influence of free trade propaganda or the allure of personal wealth. Rather, through what can be described as ‘a strategy without strategists’ (Dardot & Laval, 2013, p. 286), it was imperative to conceptualize and implement forms of education of the mind, bodily control and the structuring of labour, rest, leisure and living arrangements. These institutional frameworks created the new ideal subject: a ‘calculating individual and productive worker’ (Dardot & Laval, 2013, p. 286). However, as these authors argue, these disciplinary mechanisms and institutional arrangements in neoliberal societies (a mutated form of capitalism) are not primarily – as Foucault considered – about training bodies, but rather about managing minds. For them, it would be more accurate to state that disciplinary measures on bodies represented only one stage and facet of shaping the neoliberal subjectivity. This critique is also shared by philosopher Byung-Chul Han (2017). In Han’s words:

Biopolitics is the governmental technology of disciplinary power. However, this approach proves altogether unsuited to the neoliberal regime, which exploits the psyche above all … Foucault evidently did not appreciate that biopolitics and population – which represent genuine categories of disciplinary society – are unsuited to describing the neoliberal regime. Consequently, he failed to do what the circumstances actually called for: to make the turn to psychopolitics.

(Han, 2017, pp. 21–3)1


For this philosopher, neoliberalism’s main productive force is no longer the body but, instead, the psyche. This turn to psychopolitics aligns with the form contemporary capitalism operates. As Han (2017) explains, the focus in today’s societies has shifted from producing material objects to immaterial ones, such as information and programmes. Unlike in the past, where the body played a central role in production within biopolitical and disciplinary societies, contemporary productivity is not about overcoming physical resistance but rather optimizing psychic or mental processes. Physical discipline has been increasingly supplanted by mental optimization. This does not mean that biopolitical measures of coercion have disappeared in neoliberal societies. See, for example, Naomi Klein’s (2007) analyses on how neoliberal regimes take advantage of states of shock following disasters to implement a more aggressive neoliberal agenda. Yet, as Han (2017) argues, ‘neoliberal technology of power does not exercise disciplinary coercion … neoliberal psychopolitics is dominated by positivity. Instead of working with negative threats, it works with positive stimuli … it seeks to please and fulfil, not to repress’ (pp. 35–36, emphasis in the original). Indeed, Han interprets the recent so-called ‘emotional turn’ as an expression of this neoliberal technology of power. As he explains, neoliberalism foments positive emotions and uses them to boost productivity and achievement. While rationality is the means of disciplinary societies, Han contends that it ends up constraining productivity due to its more rigid and stable nature. In contrast, emotionality under a sense of freedom (i.e. the unrestricted expression of personal sentiments) offers a much more fruitful tool for exploitation.

Coming to similar conclusions, Dardot and Laval (2013) have deeply explored the form of self-governance fostered by neoliberal societies. According to these scholars, neoliberal rationality shapes the subject it necessitates by employing governing mechanisms that encourage individuals to behave as competitive entities. These mechanisms consist of manufacturing a ‘high-performance ego’ that is always expected to flourish/succeed and, in turn, assume full responsibility for any potential failures. Such mechanisms, however, are not applied by an external authority but are derived from the self. These techniques of governmentality find their most lucrative application in the realm of work, as individuals are expected to constantly endeavour to maximize efficiency, refine their skills through lifelong learning and embrace the increased flexibility demanded by volatile markets. As Dardot and Laval (2013) explain, bosses can no longer mandate, but they must prompt and maintain motivation.

Dardot and Laval’s (2013) work also noticed that this new government of subjects presupposes that everyone, regardless of their conditions, must engage in such entrepreneurial project of the self, under the rationale that ‘neither the enterprise nor the world can be altered; they are incorrigible givens [so] everything is a matter of the subject’s interpretation and reaction’ (p. 303). As they explain, such presupposition was gradually constructed through the combination of a psychological conception of the human being and the representation of individuals as human capitals in competition. In their own words, this new discourse

obliges people to furnish themselves with a body that can always surpass its current capacities for production and pleasure. The same discourse equalizes everyone in the face of these new obligations: no handicap of birth or environment represents an insurmountable obstacle to personal involvement in the general apparatus. Such a turn only became possible once the ‘psy’ function, supported by ‘psy’ discourse, was identified as the motor of conduct and the target-object of a potential transformation by ‘psy’ techniques. Not that the neo-liberal subject is the direct product of this construction. But discourse on the subject has brought together psychological statements and economic statements to the point of fusing them.

(Dardot & Laval, 2013, p. 315)

As Dardot and Laval (2013) and others (De Vos, 2012; Rose, 2005) have analysed, the ‘psy’ discourse with its scientific/expertise legitimacy has operated as an intellectual technology to mould the conduct of individuals based on knowledge of their internal constitution. When coincided with economic statements, the ‘psy’ discourse not only had the effect of helping individuals to address their desires for a more fulfilling work life and even to find pleasure in their tasks. This discourse also widely contributed to the ideology of choice. As Dardot and Laval (2013) explain, in an ‘open’ society, everyone possesses the freedom to live as they desire, to select what they prefer and to adhere to their chosen trends. Initially, the freedom to choose was not perceived as a solely ‘right-wing’ economic ideology but rather as a ‘left-wing’ standard of behaviour. This norm stipulates that no one should obstruct the pursuit of their own desires. Economic principles and ‘psy’ formulations intersected, establishing the new subject as the ultimate arbitrator amid various ‘products’ and styles within the vast marketplace of codes and values. This blurring of ‘psy’ and entrepreneurial discourses, which coincided with ‘the end of the big theories in psychology’, has also been noted by De Vos (2012). As this scholar’s analysis of the increasing psychologization of our times points out, neoliberalism has ‘made psychologisation an official policy of late-modern states’ (p. 133). This process of psychologization has also been reflected in the education realm, in which psycho-emotional interventions have been increasingly encouraged to solve a broad range of educational challenges, including the maximization of educational achievement (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019; Ecclestone & Rawdin, 2016). These interventions have become particularly consolidated after the pandemic (Abramowski & Sorondo, 2022; Palacios Díaz et al., 2024).

Arguably, neoliberal psychopolitics have also permeated current claims for social justice. As McLaughlin (2012) argues, contemporary social movements too have turned their attention towards emotions. The use of psychological terminology, such as ‘trauma’, ‘abuse’, ‘vulnerability’, and ‘survival’, provides clear evidence of this trend. Oppressed and minority groups are now depicted as psychologically harmed or, in Wendy Brown’s (1993) words, as ‘wounded selves’. This ‘psy’ framework, McLaughlin (2012) explains, reduces social problems to a ‘purely personal or interpersonal realm … [which] not only absolves the system from any culpability but also allows the state to be recast as benign carer to the traumatized and vulnerable victim’ (p. 29).

Chi Chi Shi (2018) has sharply analysed the depoliticizing consequences derived from the inadvertent alignment between contemporary identity politics and neoliberal governance techniques. As this scholar argues, neoliberalism, in its efforts to dismantle collective foundations, lays the groundwork for social movements to prioritize individuality. Neoliberalism individualizes the sources of suffering into personal traumas, which individuals (oppressors and oppressed) are then expected to self-manage. The oppressors are expected to reflect inward upon their own positionality within systems of oppression and change their attitudes accordingly. The oppressed, with their experiences of psychic distress, can be deferred to ‘psy’ experts (therapist, psychologists, trauma-informed teachers etc.) for the treatment of the sociopolitical harm. In both cases, the emphasis is on individual lived experiences and behaviours. While contemporary identity politics acknowledges that oppression is systemic, the focus remains on its effects rather than analysing the causes behind the existence of systems of oppression. The problem with this approach – Shi argues and I agree – is that concentrating on the victims/perpetrators of misrecognition often obscures an examination of the causes of misrecognition. This scholar illustrates how this focus on the effects rather than the causes becomes complicit with diversifying neoliberalism with the example of current calls to stop ‘classism’ as a form of discrimination against working-class people (cultural effect), which forget to question the class system that necessitates the exploitation of labour and leads to a denigrated identity.

As I argue in the next section, this move from biopolitics to psychopolitical technologies of power has also been reflected in the educational calls for safety over time.

The biopolitics and psychopolitics of safety in education

In the previous chapter, I provided an account and an interpretation on how the process of safetyfication of education occurred in the Anglophone world. In this account, I could distinguish between four general phases, which could be broadly summarized as follows: (a) the development of mass education (1850s–1970s), when physical safety became of increasing importance; (b) the neoliberal turn (1970s–1980s), when school violence and child abuse issues came to the forefront in the form of moral panics; (c) the neoliberal consolidation period (1990s–2000s), when well-being concerns proliferated; and (d) the recent progressive neoliberal turn (2010s–present), when safety has been associated with social justice claims related to cultural recognition. In this section, I argue that safety in education has operated as technology of power, yet adopting different forms in each phase.

As seen in the previous chapter, initial calls for safety at schools triggered a series of nation-wide initiatives aimed at avoiding physical injury and damage. Safety here was mostly understood as an objective state (based on risk assessments), rather than a subjective experience. Safety initiatives, mostly driven by the rationality of risk reduction, ranged from safety legislations, protocols and technologies through to educational programmes. Such practices not only regulated the behaviours of teachers and students via coercion but also enabled the formation of a risk mentality and, with it, new subjectivities (safe teacher, safe student etc.). These mechanisms are a clear example of disciplinary mechanisms aimed at optimizing the lives of the population. Safety, therefore, can be seen here as a technology of power aimed at administering life or what Foucault called ‘biopolitics’.

With the rise of the neoliberal era in the 1970s, the notion of safety came to the forefront by the hand of two main public concerns: school violence and child abuse. Both issues gathered significant media, political focus and research attention, often driven by social fears. Under a climate of moral panics (Jenkins, 1998), there was a shared belief that these issues needed to be tackled. This context prompted another set of norms aimed at controlling teachers and students’ conducts in the name of safety – in this case, via increasing monitoring and surveillance at schools (e.g. teachers’ safety checking, growing presence of police officers at schools). As seen in the previous chapter, the educational discourse of safety at this time began to portray certain individuals as a source of risk. Those teachers and students embodying a danger became legitimate subjects for fear/suspicion and, therefore, exclusion, control and pedagogical intervention. The distinction between the safe and the dangerous adults/children operated not only to justify exclusion measures, surveillance and educational interventions (with often clear racist, sexist and classist biases) but also to self-discipline the bodies (Foucault, 2007). The ultimate expression of such self-discipline can be seen in the cases of safety codes and surveillance methods self-imposed by teachers afraid of being accused of child abuse (Jones, 2004). The attention attracted by the issues of school violence and child abuse and the focus on school safety as the solution to these problems can be interpreted as attempts by the New Right to discredit the functioning of the public system and to further regulate teachers and students’ behaviours. While the power technologies displayed in the name of safety at this time were mostly disciplinary – or, in Han’s (2017, p. 14) words, were ‘commanded by negativity’ – they served to begin changing the rationalities of government from the state to the individual. Following Ulrich Beck’s (1992) work on the ‘Risk society’, scholars have noted that neoliberalism introduced a revised concept of social risk, emphasizing individual responsibility for mitigating their own risk burden rather than collective indemnification (e.g. Tikly, 2003; Vandenbeld Giles, 2012). The focus on children’s safety concurrent with the neoliberal turn put an emphasis on changing the lifestyles and behaviours of children and those surrounding them (Rogowski, 2015). Rather than viewing child protection issues as broader societal problems, they started to be framed as behavioural matters of individual responsibility and, therefore, problems that could be solved through self-discipline mechanisms such as surveillance and educational intervention. As Walton (2011) has argued, discourses of safety in relation to school violence issues have attributed both the cause and the solution to the individual, disregarding broader sociocultural and systemic forms of discrimination (p. 113). Safety discourses depict school violence problems as stemming from a lack of discipline or empathy from the abuser, proposing solutions focused on behaviour regulation (Walton, 2011). This shift of responsibility from the government to the individual was also obvious in the depoliticized terms that the issues of school violence and child abuse were framed, as they were presented fully detached from any anti-racist and feminist analyses (see Chapter 1). While the punitive and surveillance methods employed at this moment for the sake of child safety were strongly criticized later, this important shift in the locus of responsibility went more unnoticed. In the early stages of neoliberalism, therefore, the context of social fear around child safety – in a sui generis version of Klein’s (2007) ‘shocks’ – facilitated the implementation of disciplinary mechanisms at schools, which served to not only regulate conduct but also reduce the responsibility of the State over safety issues and attribute it to individuals (i.e. teachers and students).

In the following decades of neoliberal consolidation, safety discourses adopted a more friendly character. Safety became increasingly understood as a subjective experience and, therefore, its emotional side was brought to the forefront. Feeling safe became the best indicator of being safe. The proliferation of ‘psy’ disciplines and well-being discourses consecrated the notion of emotional safety as a precondition for learning (and, therefore, success in life). These discourses, self-proclaimed against the authoritarian measures of surveillance and control, advocated for safe spaces where individuals could display their emotions and reach their full potential. Messages of positivity started to propagate. Educational policies and academic publications invoked the notion of safety, not to suppress or inhibit but to ‘thrive’, ‘flourish’ and ‘succeed’. The role of the school (read as state) was to create an environment appropriate for the empowerment of the individual. The fusion of the figures of the teacher-coach became obvious. The safe space in education was ubiquitously depicted as the instance of individual flourishing, as the site where students’ desires for self-realization and contribution to society can be combined. The ideology of choice was, albeit implicit, fully embraced: everyone should have the freedom to live as they desire. Safety became the guardian of such freedom. In other words, safety in education became a tool for what Han (2017) described as the ‘mental optimisation’ of individuals, that is, a form of psychopolitics.

Over the last few decades, the rise of what Fraser (2017, 2019) calls progressive neoliberalism brought another redefinition of safety in education. The anti-authoritarian rhetoric of well-being discourses and the idea that ‘every child has the right to feel safe’ explained above were, too, embraced by the Left. Yet, it soon became obvious that the world is not a safe place for oppressed groups (e.g. Burstow, 2003) or, in other words, that the emotional well-being of children was highly dependent on their cultural and socio-economic circumstances. This realization led to several progressive educators, academics and policy makers to highlight that not everyone is equally positioned to reach their full potential and, therefore, the need to put measures in place to guarantee safe spaces for oppressed and minority groups, where the ‘wounded self’ (Brown, 1993) can ‘heal’ and ‘thrive’. Such claims not only led to the therapization of education (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019) seen in the previous chapter but also left unquestioned the neoliberal endeavour of mental optimization. Under this logic, the entrepreneurial self remains as the ideal subject, but the role assigned to education/safety is to compensate for the socio-economic and cultural obstacles that oppressed and minority groups face in the realization of such ideal. Paradoxically (since the pursuit of social justice presupposes a willingness to submerge individual desires in the cause of social equality), safety here becomes, once again, a guardian of individual freedom. From this angle, rather than a Gramscian counter-hegemonic project, these discourses are another expansion of psychopolitics.

Safety as truth

In his book Psychopolitics, Han (2017) argues that ‘friendly power proves more powerful … than purely repressive power [because] It manages not to be seen at all’ (p. 15). Few notions in education nowadays have passed more unnoticed than safety. Despite its all-pervading use and the fertile discussions that have emerged from its antonym ‘risk’ in other social sciences (e.g. Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1999a), the meaning and value of this notion in education have been largely taken for granted. Even edited books examining the language of neoliberalism in education and its key words (well-being, equality, resilience, inclusion, hope, employability etc.) have overlooked this term (e.g. Sardoč, 2021; Themelis, 2021). Safety has adopted compelling and seductive meanings even for opposing standpoints, from defenders of individual freedom through to social justice activists. When invoked in education, safety provides little room for dissent; it forces us to accept it and conduct accordingly, albeit in an attractive manner. As some scholars have noted (Barrett, 2010; Boostrom, 1998; Smith, 2014), current notions of child safety appear to take on an almost sacred quality. This ‘sacred quality’ of safety clearly resonates with Foucault’s (1980) notion of ‘truth’. As Foucault notes, knowledge and power are not separate entities operating independently; instead, they are deeply intertwined. Knowledge is produced in relation to power dynamics and, in turn, has a significant influence on power structures. In his words, ‘truth isn’t outside power, or deprived of power’ (Foucault, 1976, p. 13). As can be seen in the analysis above, safety discourses are themselves instruments of power; they actively contribute to reinforce neoliberal rationalities of government. Their connection with ‘psy’ disciplines and neoliberal economic rationalities provides them with the authority of ‘truth’. With such authority, they produce normative claims on how the ideal citizens should be and the best way to shape them. Such claims, in turn, have silent, but tangible effects on school practices, as I will examine in the second part of this book.

In recent years, a few scholars have investigated some of the dangerous effects of safety in education, such as the prioritization of children’s protection over their participatory rights (Warrington & Larkins, 2019) or the use of safety to silence dialogue about social justice issues (Arao & Clemens, 2013; Barrett, 2010; Flensner & Von Der Lippe, 2019; Leonardo & Porter, 2010; Zembylas, 2015). These scholars have critiqued that the notion of safe spaces in education misleadingly hides the social interactions – and, therefore, power dynamics – that occur in schools. The following quote by Barrett (2010) well illustrates this critique:

The classroom is not (and cannot) be constructed as a community of equals, as students enter the space with different degrees of power and privilege based on their membership in privileged (or oppressed) social categories. Students who belong to racially, socially, or economically marginalized groups live in a world which is inherently unsafe – a world where racialization, sexism, ableism, classism, and heteronormativity pose genuine threats to their psychological, social, material, and physical well-being. To contend that the classroom can be a safe space for these students when the world outside is not only unrealistic, it is dangerous.

(p. 7)

From liberal perspectives, the ideology of ‘safetyism’ (Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018) in higher education has also been criticized for imposing unjustifiable limits to freedom of speech and cultivating a generation of ‘easily offended’ identities (Ash, 2016; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018). While all these critiques make relevant contributions to the debate over the legitimacy of safety in education, their exclusive focus on the effects fails to inscribe safety discourses under broader historical and economic processes. As a result, the analysis of safety as neoliberal technology of power has remained, to the extent of my knowledge, unquestioned. Possibly there lies the key to its success.
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The Safety Discourses (Re)produced by UNESCO and Educational Scholarship

As I explained in the previous chapter, safety as ‘truth’ has operated as a neoliberal technology of power over the last few decades. It has reinforced neoliberal rationalities of government, which not only transfer the responsibility from the state to the individual but also contribute to the formation of neoliberal subjectivities (e.g. the entrepreneurial self, the traumatized individual). This would not have been possible, however, without the support of institutions of knowledge production and distribution. In this chapter, I delve into the discourses of safety produced/disseminated by two of these institutions: UNESCO and academia. Given the latest redefinitions of safety as a precondition of learning and path towards social justice examined in Chapter 1, I was interested in looking at institutions embedded in the articulation of progressive discourses in education. UNESCO, with its long-standing humanist approach, has – at least rhetorically – advocated for progressive ideals, such as peace, global interdependence, social justice, equality, cultural diversity and sustainable development (see Mundy, 1999; Robertson, 2022; VanderDussen Toukan, 2018). This international organization has served as a key node in the dissemination of educational ideas aimed at informing policy and practice at a transnational level (Robertson, 2022). Similarly, a significant representation of educational scholarship has embraced progressive ideals related to anti-authoritarian, learner-centred approaches (see Biesta, 2010), idealistic perspectives of democracy and citizenship (Estellés & Fischman, 2021; Fischman & Haas, 2012), and, more recently, social justice and identity politics (Brunila & Rossi, 2018; Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019), all of which with a relative impact on educational policy and practice.

Because of the power of UNESCO and academia to create – and provide legitimacy to – educational discourses, this chapter aims to examine the discourses of safety (re)created by them during the decade 2012–22. Inspired by other Foucauldian analyses of progressive educational discourses (Dunne, 2009; Fejes et al., 2018; Freebody et al., 2018; Kelly, 2000), here I explore how the problems of safety are construed by these institutions, which specific solutions are proposed and how responsibilities are assigned accordingly. I conclude the chapter with a reflection on the dangerousness of the assumptions that underlie these discourses.

UNESCO

Perhaps it is obvious to say that UNESCO plays a crucial role in spreading educational ideas and practices worldwide. While other international organizations competing for what Susan Robertson (2022) calls the ‘guardianship of the future’ have proved more powerful in advancing educational agendas globally (i.e. OECD), UNESCO has a consolidated role of ‘laboratory’ of educational ideas (Robertson, 2022). This international organization influences global, national and local agendas through ‘soft laws’ that, albeit not formally binding, largely operate through the creation and exchange of policy knowledge (Rutkowski, 2007). UNESCO’s official rhetoric has always embraced humanistic goals and taken an ambivalent ‘back seat’ in the discussion of neoliberal economic globalization (Jones & Coleman, 2012; Rutkowski, 2007). Its recent educational agenda has revolved around the concepts of lifelong learning, global citizenship education and sustainable development goals (Robertson, 2022). While there has been some research on how UNESCO has spread these seemingly progressive ideas (e.g. VanderDussen Toukan, 2018), its role in the shaping of the safety discourse has gone unnoticed.

The safety discourse is, of course, more diffuse than the ones mentioned above. There is not a specific field of research or teaching practice looking at ‘safety in education’, unless it is strictly focused on health and safety matters. In my search, I delimited the scope by focusing on those educational policy texts (guidelines, strategies, programmes, research-based reports and policy review reports) that had ‘safe*’ as one of their key descriptors in the UNESCO digital library dataset. An overview of this selection can be seen in Table 1. As this table shows, these eleven policy texts address a broad range of educational issues: disaster risk reduction, sexuality education for young women, school violence against Rainbow students, bullying, digital safety and inclusion of children with disabilities. These policies not only combined various dimensions of safety (physical, emotional, cultural) but also many of the different meanings explored in Chapter 1 (safety as a precondition for learning, safety as path towards social justice etc.). In the following sections, I analyse how the problems of safety (whether they are disasters, school violence, harassment or use of digital technologies), the solutions proposed and those pointed as responsible for their implementation are construed across these policy texts.


Table 1 UNESCO’s policy texts analysed.




	Title


	Type


	Brief description


	Key descriptors







	Disaster Risk Reduction – Education School Safety (2014)


	Guidelines


	Guidelines for the establishment, maintenance and sustainment of school safety and disaster risk reduction


	Resilience, risk, disaster preparedness, school safety.





	Stay Safe and Be Prepared (2014)


	Guidelines


	Guides for parents, teachers and students to Disaster Risk Reduction


	Disasters, physical and emotional safety, preparedness, resilience, risk





	Safety, resilience and social cohesion (2015)


	Programme


	Resources with tools, strategies and guidance on addressing safety, resilience and social cohesion in education


	Safety, resilience, well-being, social cohesion





	Empowering Adolescent Girls and Young Women through the Provision of Comprehensive Sexuality Education and a Safe Learning Environment in Nepal (2016)


	Programme


	This programme is aimed at providing sexuality education, enhancing girls’ access to education and achievement and provide safe and healthy environments in Nepal


	Sexuality education, gender equality, safety, health





	Out In the Open: Education sector responses to violence based on sexual orientation and gender identity/expression (2016)


	Report


	This report presents the main findings of a global review on violence based on sexual orientation and gender identity/expression. It also provides education sector stakeholders with a framework for effective responses against school violence


	Violence based on sexual orientation and gender identity/expression, school violence, safety, well-being





	A Policy Review: Building Digital Citizenship in Asia-Pacific through Safe, Effective and Responsible Use of ICT (2016)


	Report


	This report examines how education facilities across 22 countries in the Asia-Pacific region foster digital citizenship


	Digital citizenship, online learning, cybersafety





	School Violence and Bullying: Global Status Report (2017)


	Report


	Report on current evidence related to school violence and bullying across the world


	(Cyber)bullying, school violence, sexual violence, physical and emotional safety





	Behind the numbers: Ending school violence and bullying (2019)


	Report


	Report on current evidence related to school violence and bullying across the world


	(Cyber)bullying, school violence, sexual violence, physical and emotional safety





	Child online safety: Minimizing the Risk of Violence, Abuse and Exploitation Online (2019)


	Report


	This report brings together evidence on the risks children face online and provides recommendations for online safety


	Cyberbullying, cyber security risks, sexual abuse, online child safety





	Safe online learning in times of Covid-19 (2020)


	Guidelines


	Information for learners around potential dangers on the internet and how to stay safe online


	Cyberbullying, cyber security risks, safe online learning





	Stories from the classroom: how learners with disabilities can promote safe and inclusive education (2021)


	Report


	Report on research about school violence and bullying, centred around students with disabilities


	Safe and inclusive education, children with disabilities, bullying, school violence







Source: Adapted from Estellés et al. (2023, p. 6).



The problem: risks and vulnerable children

In Table 2, I have summarized the main risks and solutions proposed by each of the UNESCO policies analysed. As expected, the dangers identified by each text varied depending on the educational issues addressed. For those policies focusing on disaster reduction, natural hazards turning into tragedies are portrayed as a major risk. For those concerned with bullying, the mental health effects of this form of violence are highlighted as a potential harm. Etcetera. The introductory sections of these policies usually contain a detailed description of the risks that require urgent mitigation. References to how the identified risks interfere with children’s right to education are also common. These references elevate safety to the status of necessity or right. As stated in the foreword of the School Violence and Bullying report:

All forms of violence and bullying in schools infringe the fundamental right to education and unsafe learning environments reduce the quality of education for all learners. No country can achieve inclusive and equitable quality education if learners experience violence in school. School violence and bullying can also seriously harm the health and well-being of children and adolescents with the adverse effects persisting into adulthood.

(UNESCO, 2017, p. 5)

The reference above to the ‘adverse effect persisting into adulthood’ points at the enduring psychological harm that the risk of school violence/bullying might imply for the students. In these and most policies, psychological damage is portrayed as the ultimate form of injustice.

The sense of urgency to act against psychological risk is enhanced by the ‘vulnerability’ of the groups that the policies aim to ‘save’. Some policies, such as those related to online safety, broadly target all children, while others are focused on a particular group considered ‘at risk’ (e.g. disabled children, LGBT students). The tropes of ‘vulnerability’ and ‘trauma’ are particularly recurrent in the latter, where there is a strong focus on the psychological effects of harm. See the following quote by the Out in the Open report:

Homophobic and transphobic violence is also associated with poorer than average physical and mental health. The adverse effects on young people’s mental and psychological health include: increased risk of anxiety, fear, stress, loss of confidence, low self-esteem, loneliness, self-harm, depression and suicide.

(UNESCO, 2016c, p. 30)

Often these psychological effects are combined with warnings about the negative impact of harm on academic achievement and, therefore, employability. As the foreword of Stories from the Classroom: How Learners with Disabilities Can Promote Safe and Inclusive Education states:

… global evidence reminds us that children and young people with disabilities […] are more vulnerable to violence and bullying, with most reporting that they have experienced it in some form at some time in their lives. We should not underestimate that school violence and bullying can be devastating for the victims. The consequences include missing classes, avoiding school activities, dropping out of school. This, in turn, negatively impacts academic achievement and future employment prospects.

(UNESCO, 2021, p. 4)

As can be seen in the quote above, there is a clear link between well-being, inclusion and successful preparation for the labour force. The emotions/psyche play a key role in the achievement of this goal.

In the description of the risks, there is also a clear depolitization of the safety issues described. As an example, in the policies related to school violence and bullying, the dangers are embodied by certain students (i.e. the bullies or perpetrators). In the words of the Behind the Numbers report, ‘most school violence and bullying is perpetrated by other students’ (UNESCO, 2019, p. 8) and ‘Bullying is characterized by aggressive behaviour that involves unwanted, negative actions, is repeated over time, and an imbalance of power or strength between the perpetrator or perpetrators and the victim’ (UNESCO, 2019, p. 14). In these descriptions, despite references to power imbalances, bullying is conceptualized as an ‘individual pathology’ (Walton, 2011, p. 65) or an interpersonal conflict, rather than a broader social problem that is reflected in school interaction (see Walton, 2011).


Table 2 Risks and solutions given by the UNESCO documents analysed.




	Title


	Risks identified


	Solution proposed







	Disaster Risk Reduction – Education School Safety (2014)


	Hazards becoming disasters in schools (with deaths, injuries, harms, learning interruptions etc.)

Disasters occurring more frequently in Asia-Pacific

Lack of plannings and programmes


	Comprehensive approach to school safety, which include: (1) safe learning facilities, (2) school disaster management and (3) risk reduction and resilience education





	Stay Safe and Be Prepared (2014)


	Disasters (incl. floods, hurricanes, cyclones, landslides etc.)

Global rise of disaster risk

Lack of plannings and programmes


	Disaster Risk Reduction education and resilience building

Parents and teachers knowing how to support students’ psychosocial recovery after a disaster

Schools having effective and inclusive disaster management plans





	Safety, resilience and social cohesion (2015)


	Conflicts and disasters


	Crisis-sensitive education content and planning





	Empowering Adolescent Girls and Young Women through the Provision of Comprehensive Sexuality Education and a Safe Learning Environment in Nepal (2016)


	Girls’ lack of access, participation and completion of education, gender-based violence, child marriage, early pregnancy, provision of hygiene facilities


	Comprehensive sexuality education for

girls and young women

A safe and healthy environment, including ensuring access to water, sanitation and health services





	Out In the Open: Education sector responses to violence based on sexual orientation and gender identity/expression (2016)


	Homophobic and transphobic violence in educational settings

Low academic achievement and employment prospects


	Monitor the prevalence of violence in educational settings

National and school policies that publicly support LGBTI

Inclusive curricula and learning resources

Professional development for teachers

Support for students and families

Access to accurate information

Evaluate impact of policies





	A Policy Review:

Building Digital Citizenship

in Asia-Pacific through

Safe, Effective and

Responsible Use of ICT (2016)


	Online risks, incl. health and mental hazards, misuse of information, digital inequality, online propaganda and radicalization


	Educating children to be resilient, effective and responsible users of ICT

Develop basic ICT literacy skills, higher-order ICT skills and digital citizenship competences

Increase opportunities for young children to access and use ICT

Provide security measures for school-based ICT systems





	School Violence and Bullying: Global Status Report (2017)


	School violence (incl. corporal punishment, psychological violence, sexual violence) and bullying (incl. cyberbullying) Low academic achievement and employment prospects


	Comprehensive school approach, which encompasses: ‘strong leadership; a safe and inclusive school environment; developing knowledge, attitudes and skills; effective partnerships; implementing mechanisms for reporting and providing appropriate support and services; and collecting and using evidence’ (p. 10)





	Behind the numbers: Ending school violence and bullying (2019)


	School violence and bullying (incl. physical, psychological and sexual violence) Low academic achievement and employment prospects


	Political leadership

Collaboration involving all stakeholders

Evidence-based education programmes

Use of positive discipline

Improve reporting and monitoring mechanisms

Professional development for teachers





	Child online safety: Minimizing the Risk of Violence, Abuse and Exploitation Online (2019)


	Online risks including sexual abuse, online harassment, cyber bullying, radicalization, misinformation, age-inappropriate content and normalization of gender-based violence


	IT companies developing technologies and protocols to detect and address child abuse

Use age-appropriate design and meaningful data-consent for social media and gaming platforms

Private and public investment to develop technology solutions against child abuse

Common metrics for child online safety

Digital skills education





	Safe online learning in times of Covid-19 (2020)


	Cyberbullying


	Children knowing how to keep themselves safe (e.g. strong passwords, privacy settings, awareness of digital print, responsible social media use)





	Stories from the classroom: how learners with disabilities can promote safe and inclusive education (2021)


	School violence and bullying against children with disabilities


	Provide disability-awareness training to all teachers and pupils and extend this to other key stakeholders in the community

Include disability issues in the curriculum

Participation of learners with disabilities in programme designs

Empowerment projects for learners with disabilities to better understand their rights







Source: Own elaboration.



The solution: A pro-active approach

The fear-driven narrative of risk described in the previous section is reversed with a ‘pro-active’ approach that infuses hope and positivity. This approach is based on the assumption that the dangers children (and, especially, vulnerable children) are exposed to can be managed and controlled. Most of the solutions offered for such risk mitigation endeavour remain at the school level and could be broadly categorized into four groups: (a) efforts towards risk planning, monitoring, assessing and/or improving reporting mechanisms, (b) psychological support, (c) the development of students’ skills to keep themselves and others safe and (d) disciplinary measures aimed at controlling student behaviour. The first group of interventions consists of efforts to guarantee efficiency in schools’ risk self-management (i.e. managerialism). Examples include plans for school disaster management (UNESCO, 2014b), ‘monitor[ing] the prevalence of homophobic and transphobic violence in educational settings’ (UNESCO, 2016c, p. 115), evaluat[ing] impact of policies (UNESCO, 2016c), improv[ing] reporting and monitoring mechanisms (UNESCO, 2019) and so on. The assumption here is that more schools are run like businesses with their goal-directed design and accountability (i.e. what Ball, 2012, terms privatization in education), the more likely they will work towards risk mitigation. The second group of solutions involves the provision of counselling services and/or psychological support to deal with the harm. Often these two types of interventions are presented together. See, for instance, the recommendations set by the Behind the Numbers: Ending School Violence and Bullying report (UNESCO, 2019) to ‘[promote] effective systems for reporting and monitoring school violence and bullying’ (p. 56) and ‘establish child-sensitive reporting, complaint and counselling mechanisms and restorative approaches’ (p. 57).

The third group of interventions is primarily pedagogical and usually constitutes the core of the policies. These interventions are, for example, programmes to develop resiliency to cope with disasters, sexuality education to empower girls, empowerment projects for learners with disabilities to better understand their rights and so on. The rationale behind these initiatives is well captured by the following quote from the Safety, Resilience, and Social Cohesion programme, which provides guidelines for ministries of education to incorporate these concepts into the curriculum:

A good-quality, relevant education helps children and young people develop the skills, attitudes, and values that will keep them safe, develop their resilience, and help them to grow into responsible citizens who contribute to building a more peaceful, prosperous, and cohesive society.

(UNESCO, 2015, p. 7)

The tropes of empowerment, skill development, hope, prosperity and so on are recurrent in the presentation of these educational solutions, which provide an aura of positivity. Also, these educational solutions involve a clear depoliticization of safety issues. Possibly the most striking example of this can be observed in the programme aimed at empowering girls in Nepal. This programme openly recognizes the following:

Female students tend to drop out of school as they reach higher grades … Among the many socio-cultural, economic and other factors preventing adolescent girls and young women from accessing education are, for example, child marriage and early pregnancy, gender-based violence, lack of knowledge or provision of proper hygiene facilities such as WASH (water, sanitation and hygiene).

(UNESCO, 2016a, p. 1)

The main solution proposed to this problem is to provide ‘comprehensive’ sexuality and hygiene facilities such as water, sanitation and health services. This solution subtly implies that child marriage, early pregnancy, gender-based violence and so on are primarily the product of a lack of girls’ education (!). Another obvious example of this depoliticization of social issues can be seen in the guidelines for Disaster Risk Reduction, which portray climate change as inevitable via educational intervention and, therefore, the best teachers can do is to equip children with disaster risk reduction skills:

With disasters becoming more frequent and children being amongst the most vulnerable to disasters, your decision to take on DRR learning is a great contribution to humanity. The following facts and example say it all. The global number of disasters has more than doubled since the 1980s; … Climate change increases the risk for heavy rainfall, which in turn can cause floods and landslides. It can also lead to stronger cyclones, and in many regions is likely to cause more heatwaves and droughts. Sea-level rise threatens low-lying coastal areas all around the world.

(UNESCO, 2014b, pp. 5–6)

The fourth – and last – group of interventions suggested by UNESCO’s policies is behaviour management strategies, similar to those described by Foucault (2007) as characteristic of disciplinary societies. These interventions are measures advocated in the documents related to school violence and online safety. Some of these measures include, for example, ‘controls to monitor and supervise the use of gaming devices’ (Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development’s Working Group, 2019, p. 57) or ‘filter[ing] inappropriate content and to control how children spend their time on the Internet’ (Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development’s Working Group, 2019, p. 66). These measures, however, are clearly considered secondary under calls for pro-active ‘empowering’ approaches. See, for example, the following quote by the policy review Building Digital Citizenship in Asia-Pacific through Safe, Effective and Responsible Use of ICT:

Alarming reports on the negative effects of ICT have prompted authorities to set up risk-reduction measures – as rigid as national-level content filtering and blocking. While precaution and safety are crucial factors to the general wellbeing of a society, such drastic actions have the potential to impede the full exploration and participation in the digital world that could have educational and personal value … Users need to learn to leverage and enjoy the countless benefits of using ICT while also becoming resilient in the face of potential risks.

(UNESCO, 2016a, p. 1)

Also, disciplinary measures are often disguised through the use of euphemistic, positive terms. As noted by Kelly (2000), discourses of children ‘at risk’ are often used to justify control measures and paternalistic approaches, while framing them in positive ways. See, for instance, the following quote by the bullying report Behind the numbers:

Another [success] factor that is common to many of the case study countries is an emphasis within national policies on a positive school and classroom environment, including the use of positive discipline. This is an approach that goes beyond the prevention of school violence and bullying alone, and aims to ensure that all elements that make life in school a positive experience for learners and school staff are in place.

(UNESCO, 2019, p. 48)

The saviours: teachers and school leaders

While defining the problems and solutions, UNESCO’s policies for the sake of safe learning environments also define the subjects responsible for the safety of the children at risk. The problems of safety, as framed in individual terms (whether a matter of efficiency, vulnerability or lack of skills), involve a solution that is, too, individualized. Schools – particularly, through teachers and school leaders – are given an essential role in the safety of students. This occurs not only because of their role in the development of ‘safety skills’ (e.g. resiliency, empathy, digital citizenship) but also because educators are expected to keep the dangers outside the classroom and provide students with safe spaces to thrive. The following statement by the disaster risk reduction programme is an illustrative example of this form of politics of blame:

Teachers can save lives. Children spend a lot of time at school. What if a disaster takes place when you and your students are in class? Most likely, your students would turn to you, the adult they trust and see as knowledgeable. They will expect you to be a part of everything that is happening to them, and wait for you to tell them what to do, help them get to safety, comfort them, support their understanding of what is happening, help to reunite them with their family, and so on.

(UNESCO, 2014b, p. 6)

While several policies highlight the need to provide ‘comprehensive responses’ to the problems of safety, these usually remain at the school level and, therefore, a responsibility to be assumed by school leaders and teachers. One of the policies advocating for this type of holistic responses is the report on school violence and bullying (UNESCO, 2017). According to this report, comprehensive responses ‘encompass strong leadership; a safe and inclusive school environment; developing knowledge, attitudes and skills; effective partnerships; implementing mechanisms for reporting and providing appropriate support and services; and collecting and using evidence’ (p. 10). While it is not explicitly stated, all these responses are expected to be given by those in the ‘frontline’, that is, educators. Due to the crucial role of educators, these policies also point out to the importance of ‘increasing teachers’ understanding of school violence and bullying and ensuring that they have the skills required to prevent, identify and respond to incidents’ (p. 49). This emphasis on school-level responses, educational interventions and professional development minimizes the responsibilities of government and the public sphere. Indeed, the recommendations for policy makers suggested by these policies are usually reduced to the provision of guidelines or the inclusion of safety matters in national curricula. As stated, for example, by the disaster risk reduction guidelines, policy makers need to ‘ensure mainstreaming of DRR (Disaster Risk Reduction) within the education system’ (UNESCO, 2014a, p. 5), which is described as

DRR in education equips people with knowledge and skills so that hazards cause the least possible loss of human life, inflict as little damage and destruction as possible, and cause only minimum disruption to economic, social and cultural activities. What people know is more important than what they have when it comes to saving lives and reducing loss.

(UNESCO, 2014a, p. 4)

Educational scholarship

Within what Bernstein (2001) calls the ‘totally pedagogised society’, educational research – that is, research aimed at improving education policy and/or practice (Lingard & Gale, 2009) – has gained increasing importance (Lingard, 2013). While educational research is only one contributing factor to policy decision-making, policy utilization of research as a warning of problems, guidance for possible solutions and/or enlightenment for the reframing of policy problems and approaches has been widely studied (e.g. Lingard, 2013; Vickers, 1994).

In this section, I explore how the educational scholarship published in the last decade has constructed the problem of safety. For the study (see Estellés, 2025), I reviewed a total of 103 peer-reviewed articles published from 2012 to 2022 and indexed in the Scopus and Education Resources Information Center databases. As explained in Chapter 1, safety in the last few decades has been used to discuss not only issues of incident prevention or student emotional well-being but also cultural and civic debates. I was, thus, interested in exploring this sui generis amalgamation of meanings. For this reason, I selected articles that included the terms safe* and educ* together with others related to the field of social justice/citizenship such as civic, citiz* or politic* in their title, abstract and/or keywords.

A summary of the articles analysed by main topic can be seen in Figure 1. As this figure shows, the most prominent foci of the scholarship reviewed are digital citizenship (e.g. Napal Fraile et al., 2018), citizenship education (e.g. Waghid, 2015) and the teaching of controversies (e.g. Pandey et al., 2020), yet other social issues such as youth citizenship (e.g. Kennedy et al., 2018), school violence (e.g. Shelley et al., 2021) and gender and sexuality education (e.g. Carden, 2019) were also prevalent. Despite the widespread use of the term safety by this literature, most of the articles analysed did not engage in any discussion on what this notion means and/or implies in education. Only 8 out of the 103 articles reviewed question and/or define somehow this concept (see Black et al., 2022; Dylan, 2012; Jang, 2018; Karsgaard, 2019; Kennedy et al., 2019; Lawy, 2014; Pace, 2019; Ramsay, 2017).

As with UNESCO’s policies, the articles reviewed combined various dimensions (physical, emotional, cultural) and meanings of safety (i.e. safety as a precondition for learning, safety as path towards social justice). In the following sections, I analyse the problems of safety, solutions and those positioned as safety providers construed by the literature.


[image: A bar graph showing the number of articles for different topics or focus areas related to citizenship and education.]
Figure 1 Number of articles per topic/focus of the articles reviewed.


Source: Own elaboration

The problem: social dangers

Similarly to UNESCO’s policies, the majority of the articles reviewed provide detailed explanations of the dangers and threats that need to be educationally addressed. The literature on digital citizenship is particularly illustrative of this trend, as it provides extensive descriptions on the digital risks, resorting to a language of fear in their details. See, for example, the following depiction of the digital world by Walsh et al. (2022, p. 2) in the introductory section of their article:

Being online brings enormous benefits to children, and it also poses risks, for example of cyberbullying, online sexual exploitation, image-based abuse, exposure to sexual content online, and exposure to cyber-hate and violence (including self-harm), and recruitment to substance misuse and extremism.

(Walsh et al., 2022, p. 2)

Other social dangers highlighted by the literature analysed are bullying (Shelley et al., 2021), homophobia (Bellini, 2012), racism (Hacker, 2015) and political extremism (Davies, 2016). These dangers are often accentuated by the portrayal of children or specific groups of students, such as LGBTQ+ (Bellini, 2012; Hsu, 2017), refugee (Thomas, 2016), immigrant (Larrotta, 2019) and Muslim students (Jerome & Elwick, 2019), as particularly vulnerable. The use of ‘psy’ language to describe the dangers that these students are exposed to is widespread. See, for example, the following quote by Bellini (2012), in which the effects of discrimination against LGBTQ students are framed in psychological terms:

Historically, training and education on lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) youth in Canadian school boards has been inconsistent and sporadic. The real tragedy in this gap is gay and lesbian teens who fall through the cracks with alarming statistics of suicide attempts, depression, drug usage, and school dropout throughout North America … The daily life of many gay teenagers is filled with a lack of support, acknowledgement, and/or respect which eventually can erode one’s mental and emotional health.

(p. 374)

In parallel to the descriptions of the social dangers and the portrayals of students as vulnerable, the literature analysed conferred feelings of safety a status of educational right. This quote by Cornell and Limber (2015) captures the rationale behind this assumption well: ‘A school where children don’t feel safe is a school where children struggle to learn. Every student deserves to thrive in a safe school’ (p. 337). This notion of safety as a right and a necessity for an inclusive education is closely intertwined with ideas of citizenship. This relationship is especially highlighted by the literature on citizenship education and the teaching of controversial issues. See, for instance, the following quote in which the idea of the classroom as a safe space is idealized:

Classrooms can act as places where complicated issues are explored in ‘extraordinary conversations’ (Weis & Fine, 2001) and where students feel wholly safe in doing so […] They [teachers] created safe spaces where students could contribute openly to topics that were often highly charged and sensitive. They created the types of classrooms where ‘extraordinary conversations’ could take place (Weis and Fine, 2001), and which ultimately inspired the types of remarkable actions that can cumulatively encourage social, political and legislative change.

(McSharry & Cusack, 2016, p. 67)

The solution: free spaces and skill development

Through framing social dangers as avoidable and safety as right, educational intervention acquires a sense of urgency; it is presented as a hopeful solution for risk control. Most of the educational solutions advocated by the literature rely on the creation of safe spaces in education contexts and the development of students’ skills, although some articles also support the use of control mechanisms. The specific skills needed to be developed depend, of course, on the identified risks: for those concerned with political polarization, the solution lies on the development of students’ empathetic and dialogic skills (e.g. Kennedy et al., 2018); for those concerned with cyber risks, media literacy skills are considered the best solution (e.g. Lewin et al., 2021); for those aiming to prevent conflict and violence, ‘peaceful attitudes and values’ are considered essential (e.g. Mishra et al., 2020) etcetera. Whatever the specific dangers, educational solutions invoke a powerful narrative for the literature. The following quote by Mikhaleva (2016) illustrates the inspirational tones of this narrative:

The growing generation should be prepared to live and survive in the information society; should be aware of their rights and benefits in this society, including potential harms and risks, and ways of safe behavior and self-defense in the digital world.

(p. 118)

These educational solutions often overlook the structural underlying conditions of safety problems. In the case of the article cited above, for example, the solution proposed is focused on the skill development of the individual, rather than looking at the role of governments and IT corporations in the production of digital risks.

In some cases, the development of students’ competences is supported in conjunction with monitoring strategies. This is usually the case of studies concerned with digital safety (e.g. Mark & Nguyen, 2017), although there are some exceptions (Black et al., 2022; L. M. Jones & Mitchell, 2016). These strategies, however, are often presented under euphemistic terms, such as ‘protection of devices and digital content’ (Napal Fraile et al., 2018, p. 5), ‘accept[ance of] joint responsibility to keep youngsters safe’ (Mark & Nguyen, 2017, p. 62) or ‘electronic precautions to guarantee safety’ (Ribble & Miller, 2013, p. 141).

The safety providers: teachers

A pattern of individualization similar to that observed in UNESCO’s policy texts can be seen in the educational scholarship. In this literature, the responsibility for providing student safety is often placed on educators. This responsibility is often overstated through quotes like the following: ‘teachers must adopt the pedagogies necessary to eradicate ignorance and dispel harmful national stereotypes that threaten cultural understanding and safe learning environments for all students’ (Hubbard & Maloley, 2013, p. 209). Another example on how educators are considered the main safety providers can be seen in the following statement by Chong and Pao’s (2022) study on digital citizenship education:

To prepare young people in Hong Kong to become ethical and responsible digital citizens, teachers continue to play both leading and facilitating roles in their online personal and interpersonal development (Education Bureau, 2019). Schools must assume most of the responsibility for teaching digital citizenship and preparing students to be competent and responsible online citizens.

(p. 679)

Sometimes, educators from minority groups are encouraged to publicly exhibit their excluded/wounded identities and, as such, act as ‘empowered’ role models. Bellini (2012), for instance, encourages LGBTQ+ teachers to ‘stand up’ to be ‘queer role models’:

Educators needed to come out in schools for several reasons: gay and lesbian students need queer role models; gay and lesbian educators have to stand up to a system that states it is safe to be queer and test those boundaries; and staying in the closet only further perpetuates the myth that homosexuality is bad and something of which to be ashamed.

(Bellini, 2012, p. 386)

Since the literature reviewed places high expectations on teachers, the role of teacher education is also exalted. The logic is simple: teachers need to be prepared to develop students’ skills to keep themselves and others safe (i.e. to create a safer world). The following quote by Mirra et al. (2022) captures this logic well: ‘teachers need new instructional strategies and systemwide support to educate students about the threats that racism, hyper-partisanship, and disinformation pose to democracy’ (p. 31).

This emphasis on the role of teachers and teacher education contributes to the depoliticization of safety issues and the individualization of social risk. Indeed, for most of the articles analysed, the role of the state is clearly absent, and the solutions offered rarely point to broader socio-economic and political changes. Only one of the articles analysed (Waghid, 2015) notices this lack of references to broader structural conditions in debates about student safety.

Dangerous assumptions

While policy making and academic research are, in Bordieuan terms, different fields with different epistemic communities and logics of practice (Lingard, 2013), power/knowledge imbrications are deeply involved in both fields. Both UNESCO and educational research can be considered as established institutions of knowledge production/distribution and even cradles of progressive discourses in education. As such, both institutions have been involved in the (re)production of safety discourses in education. While the ‘products’ of these institutions are obviously not identical, clear commonalities can be observed in the way safety problems are framed. In particular, the following common assumptions have been identified when safety is invoked by these institutions:

1)(Feelings of) safety as an educational right

Both UNESCO and academia provide clear continuity to the notion of safety as a precondition for learning based on psychological grounds developed in the 1990s (see Chapter 1 for a genealogy of this idea). This assumption often defines safety in emotional terms, bringing subjective experience to the front. Feelings of safety are considered essential for the learning of skills that will shape productive members of society, whether they are active citizens, productive workers or flourishing individuals. Some texts across both institutions also consider safety as path towards social justice. In both cases, positive emotions are sacralized and damage to the identity self or psychological harm is portrayed as the ultimate form of injustice.

2)The educational space as a vacuum

The assumption that underlies behind the notion of ‘safety as a right’ is not only that safe spaces are needed for learning and the avoidance of psychological harm but also that these spaces are possible. As some scholars have argued, this assumption is not only a fiction (since it is not possible to isolate students from power dynamics) but also dangerous because it hides that the interactions that take place in schools reflect broader social hierarchies (Barrett, 2010; Leonardo & Porter, 2010). The idea that educational spaces can be emptied from the dangers/power dynamics embedded in society reflects a widespread assumption in Western pedagogical thought rooted in Rousseau’s separation between children’s ‘natural world’ and the ‘corrupt society’ (Romero & Luis, 2005). Under this assumption, connections between the educational space and the ‘outside’ are only desirable to the extent that they contribute to the production of ‘good’ members of society (whatever that means). Teachers are supposed to act as gatekeepers that need to make sure that the outside dangers do not penetrate the school walls.

3)Children (or socially excluded children) as vulnerable subjects

Together with detailed descriptions of threats, the vulnerability of children (i.e. their susceptibility to harm) is put up front by both institutions. The language of trauma and vulnerability focused on the ‘psy’ effects of exclusion is accentuated. By doing so, the structural causes of safety issues are overlooked (as I discuss in the next point), and children are indirectly portrayed as objects of protection or ‘not-yet’ citizens (Wyness, 2006). This portrayal not only forgets their participatory rights (Warrington & Larkins, 2019) but also serves to legitimize educational intervention.

4)Risk can be best mitigated via education

Safety problems are considered (technical) problems which can be solved through managerial procedures, control strategies and, most importantly, educational intervention. By emphasizing the role of education in risk mitigation, the agency of individuals is stressed and structural constrains (social, economic, cultural and political) are neglected. The assumption that ‘risk can be best mitigated via education’, therefore, builds upon a depoliticization of safety issues. As noted by Walton (Walton, 2005, 2011), the discourses of safety often present the problem of violence as the result of lack of discipline or empathy, which leads to a solution focused on behaviour regulation, which overlooks the ways in which school violence reinforces social hierarchies and dynamics.

5)Educators as risk problem solvers or safety providers

The discourses of safety (re)produced by UNESCO and the educational scholarship analysed individualize social risk not only by focusing on skill development but also by burdening educators with the (arguably, impossible) role of safety providers. This form of responsibilization, which takes away responsibility from the State, constitutes not only a renewed version of the politics of blame but also a neglect of teachers’ working conditions.

To conclude

While the discourses of safety that UNESCO and academia (re)produce are full of benign overtones and possibly good intentions, they subtly contribute to forms of psychologization, depoliticization and individualism that reinforce neoliberal rationalities of government. These institutions do not have the power to emit binding educational policies, yet they play a key role in the spread and legitimacy provision of seemingly progressive ideas, which are then taken up and reshaped by policy makers and schools. The latter is the focus of the second part of the book.
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Safety and Neoliberalism with Social Conscience: New Zealand as a Case Study

‘How great it would be for us all to have the pride of knowing that we, as a country, are one of the best countries to be a child’

– Jacinda Ardern (2018, cited in NZ Herald, 2018, online)

The quote above was said by New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern in 2018. It was part of the government’s communication strategy to present their pack of child well-being policies. The vision of this well-being plan was to make ‘New Zealand the best place in the world for children and young people to grow’. The plan was one of Labour’s proudest policies and arguably represents the safety discourse in all its splendour. Well-being has been a leitmotiv in New Zealand’s reform rhetoric, combining aspirations of social inclusion together with managerialism (Craig, 2006). These types of policies in education have produced what Martin Thrupp and Ruth Irwin (2010) called ‘neoliberalism tempered with a social conscience’. This ‘Third way’ political project begun in the 1980s with the (neoliberal) restructuring reform (Piercy et al., 2017).

In this second part of the book, I examine how safety discourses operate in New Zealand education policy and practice. New Zealand represents a relevant case study because it is an illustrative example of a ‘neoliberal’ country that has put safety at the core of its education policies. As the recently passed Statement of National Education and Learning Priorities (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2020b) states, New Zealand education’s number-one priority is to ‘ensure [that] places of learning are safe, inclusive and free from racism, discrimination and bullying’ (p. 1). In this chapter, I explain what I understand as the breeding ground for the spread of safety discourses in New Zealand education (i.e. the ‘Third way’ political project), and the main education policies and service providers related to safety in this country.

Neoliberalism from the Left and the Right: thirty-five years of New Zealand education policy

In the late 1980s, New Zealand’s state was radically restructured by a neoliberal programme initiated by the Fourth Labour Government to address the crises of the economy and the welfare state. In the early years of the decade, the OECD indicated that the nation’s economy lacked competitiveness and efficiency (Kelsey, 1997, p. 5), and the Treasury, the government’s main economic and financial adviser, heavily influenced by the New Right economic ideas of the University of Chicago, recommended a radical restructuring of its social and economic institutions along free market lines. The Labour Party, with a decline of its traditional working-class membership and a rise of middle-class social liberalism (Jesson, 1992), endorsed this structural adjustment programme, which broadly followed the principles of the so-called ‘Washington consensus’ (Kelsey, 1997). This consensus, originating in the United States, comprised a set of neoliberal policies supported by major global entities such as the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the OECD and the World Trade Organization, aimed at restructuring national economies to align with the emerging global economic order (Peters, 2001, p. 210). These policies encompassed fiscal discipline, prioritization of public expenditure, tax reforms, deregulation, encouragement of foreign direct investment, trade liberalization and privatization, among others (Kelsey, 1997, p. 18). While ‘developing’ nations adopted these measures to access credit from international financial institutions, New Zealand, an advanced capitalist economy, voluntarily implemented them under the governance of a (centre-Left) democratically elected administration (Kelsey, 1997). The reforms had wide-ranging impacts across society, including the education sector. Some have referred to this restructuring as the ‘New Zealand experiment’ (e.g. Kelsey, 1997). As Robertson and Dale (2002) explain, this New Zealand radical reform was used as a role model example by international organizations involved in the global spread of economic liberalization:

For proponents like the World Bank, deeply committed to neo-liberalism as a basis for restructuring economic and social life, New Zealand had engaged in an ‘experiment’ that should and could be modelled by the rest of the world.

(p. 465)

In education, the Minister of Education, Prime Minister David Lange, appointed a taskforce to review educational administration led by magnate Brian Picot. In 1988 the taskforce released its report titled Administering for Excellence. This report recommended a decentralized management system together with an increasing accountability and parental choice. The Labour government endorsed most of the recommendations of the report under a plan known as Tomorrow’s Schools (Lange, 1988). This plan abolished the national Department of Education and transferred the control to locally elected, school-based boards of trustees, while ‘steering (it) at the distance’ (Sellar & Lingard, 2013, p. 716) through accountability mechanisms. Fiske and Ladd (2000) described the dramatic transformation led by the Tomorrow’s Schools reform like this: ‘Virtually overnight, legal responsibility for governing and managing New Zealand’s state schools shifted from professional bureaucrats to boards dominated by lay volunteers, and one of the world’s most tightly controlled public educational systems became one of the most decentralised’ (p. 3). While PM David Lange insisted that education was going to remain in the public sector, the Tomorrow’s Schools reforms had a clear competitive market and managerial emphasis (Lauder & Hughes, 1999; Wylie, 2012). As Fiske and Ladd (Fiske & Ladd, 2000, pp. 37–45) explain, the Tomorrow’s Schools reforms emerged in a sociopolitical context shaped by three different philosophies: the democratic-populist current, managerial-business current and the New Right-market current. In relation to the first current, the democratic-populist, Fiske and Ladd (2000) explain that the transfer of authority to the new school boards was seen with good eyes by many parents because this policy connected with a long tradition of popular involvement in social and political institutions. As described by Lauder and Hughes (1999, p. 38), this form of devolution was perceived as the basis of a partnership between schoolteachers and the local community. The idea of more community involvement was too encouraged by minorities, most notably Māori and Pacific Islanders (Fiske & Ladd, 2000, p. 38). Many teachers also embraced this idea under the promise of having greater professional autonomy and control over their resources (Lauder & Hughes, 1999, p. 38). The managerial-business current, which considered managerial effectiveness as the key to school improvement, was the most influential in the deliberations and recommendations of the taskforce (Dale & Jesson, 1993; Fiske & Ladd, 2000). Perhaps unexpectedly, both the democratic-populist and the managerial-business currents complemented each other; that is, the democratic populist emphasis on community involvement resonated with the managerial-business calls for situating the locus of decisions closer to the point of implementation and reducing the role of the State. The New-Right current (opposite to the democratic-populist current, but complementary to the managerial-business) was the main ideological force driving the general restructuring of New Zealand’s state sector (Court & O’Neill, 2011; Dale & Jesson, 1993). This current was based on the conviction that competition improves the delivery of services, including education, and, therefore, advocated for the establishment of a market environment in which parents could exercise choice and schools competed for students. In the 1980s, the two latter philosophies also had a presence in the ranks of the Labour Party. As explained by Jesson (1992), by the mid-1980s the Labour Party was formed by a diverse group in which technocrats, free-market advocates and social liberals had largely displaced democratic socialists.

The Tomorrow’s Schools reform left a managerial imprint in the education policy of the country ever since, regardless of the government in power (Court & O’Neill, 2011; Estellés & O’Neill, 2024; Wood et al., 2021). Equity in the reform was ‘paradoxically’ combined with the ideology of choice for the sake of greater efficiency (Codd, 1993; Codd & Openshaw, 2005). This reform and its emphasis on efficiency also brought a discursive shift from equality to equity in New Zealand education policy, which provided a justification, in the years to come, for the allocation of funding based on targeted investment rather than universal basis (Estellés & O’Neill, 2024).

The recommendations of the Treasury to address the so-called ‘Māori gap’ in education also hold, at the same time, a paradoxical focus on equity and the idea of education as a commodity (Stewart, 2018). In principle, the new governance model was going to offer Māori communities greater participation in the running of schools, although this proved somehow illusory (Hokowhitu, 2004; Krzyzosiak & Stewart, 2019), and, at least partially, this model led to state funding of Kura Kaupapa Māori (Māori-language immersion schools) and the acceptance of a Māori medium curriculum (Smith, 2012; Stewart, 2018). Stewart’s (2018) analysis of the effect of the reform on Māori education thirty years later was the following:

the policies recommended by the Treasury brief have had contradictory effects because on one hand, Māori have taken up the opportunities afforded by policies of ‘choice’ to establish KKM [Kura Kaupapa Māori] and other Kaupapa Māori and Māori-medium (including bilingual) initiatives, but on the other hand, statistical inequity for Māori in education remains as large as ever.

(p. 174)

Stewart’s (2018) explanation to this contradiction lied in the dismissal of socio-economic inequalities to explain the ‘Māori gap’, which was solely attributed to ‘culture’, as other scholars have also noticed (e.g. Krzyzosiak & Stewart, 2019; Poata-Smith, 1996; Van Meijl, 2020). According to Stewart (2018), this dismissal was initiated by the Treasury brief with a key ‘ideological manoeuvre’, which consisted of considering socioeconomic factors as not fully explanatory of Māori educational underachievement.

In the 1990 general elections that followed the reform, the Fourth National Government was formed, which maintained its role in power for the whole decade (the latter term from 1996 to 1999, in coalition). During this decade, National took the Tomorrow’s Schools reform even further to the right (Thrupp, 1999), discouraging the parts of the reform most closely aligned with the democratic populist current (e.g. limiting the power of community forums and abolishing parent advocacy councils) and supporting New Right approaches. Some of the main education policies of this government were the de-zoning of schools to increase competition, attempts to devolve teacher salary funds to schools and the fostering of an ‘enterprise culture’ (J. Codd, 2005) at schools driven by outcomes and targets (e.g. curricular achievement objectives), whose measurable results were externally monitored. The effects of these policies on the reproduction of socioeconomic inequalities have been widely studied (see Fiske & Ladd, 2000; Lauder & Hughes, 1999; Thrupp, 1999; Thrupp & Irwin, 2010). Also, during this time, policies such as Special Education 2000 (1995) and the Targeted Individual Entitlement (1996) exemplified a ‘deserving poor’ approach to inequalities in education (Thrupp & Irwin, 2010, p. xx).

In the twilight of the twenty-first century, Labour Party returned to power and turned away from the most obvious New-Right orientations under National, yet this move did not imply a return to the welfarism of the Old Left. The Fifth Labour Government (1999–2008) embraced a ‘Third way’ approach, similar to the British New Labour Government elected in 1997 (Codd, 2005; Thrupp, 2005), which was characterized by a rejection of the ‘market fundamentalism’ of neoliberalism and the ‘state domination’ of the Keynesian welfare state (Giddens, 1999b). As Codd (2005) explains, this approach by Labour emphasized ‘the renewal of civil society, inclusiveness and social responsibility, but also embraced individualism, economic freedom and globalisation’ (p. 9). As some scholars have criticized, this ‘Third Way’ approach of the New Zealand government consolidated the role of neoliberalism (Codd, 2005; Kelsey, 2002). In education, the new government promised a move towards a more cooperative, inclusive and equitable education system (Codd, 2005). Yet, as Thrupp and Irwin (2010) rightly explain, Labour’s shift away from the market during this decade was limited: ‘Labour did not so much undo the neoliberal project in New Zealand education as take some of the rough edges off it: producing neoliberalism tempered with a social conscience’ (p. xviii). To put it simply, Labour rejected most of the policies aligned with the New Right current, but its marriage with managerialism continued. During this decade, Labour’s main way to address the inequalities surfaced by the neoliberal reform was the passing of the Education Amendment Act (2000), which stopped the bulk funding of teacher salaries and brought enrolment changes to avoid schools selecting the most desirable students (although schools still had a high degree of ‘self-management’ on this by determining the areas for student selection) (Thrupp & Irwin, 2010, p. xxii). Other Labour’s policies highly influenced by managerialism included the provision of funds to schools based on targeted funding rather than universal funding (e.g. grants to schools in low socioeconomic areas) and a new emphasis on quality teaching (see Codd, 2005; O’Neill, 2005; Thrupp & Irwin, 2010). In relation to the latter, scholars have argued that this emphasis on the power of teaching has used research (i.e. the so-called ‘evidence-based’ approaches) to downplay the role of social structures and make teachers responsible for student achievement (O’Neill, 2005, 2010; Thrupp & Irwin, 2010; Wood et al., 2021). Professional development and research commissioned at that time also emphasized the power of teachers. As Thrupp and Irwin (2010) and Thrupp and Mika (2012) point, for example, Te Kotahitanga, a research and professional development programme aimed at improving Māori educational achievement, labelled sociological arguments related to the impact of socio-economic status on Māori achievement as ‘deficit theorising’ (Bishop et al., 2003, p. 6). As Thrupp and Irwin (2010) explain, this reasoning ‘sought to actively prevent teachers from thinking about socio-economic issues through the requirement that they “positively and vehemently reject deficit theorising as a means of explaining Māori students’ educational achievement levels”’ (p. xxv).

In the early 2000s, Labour’s ‘Third Way’ approach also brought the term well-being to the forefront, although first steps were already given by the previous National-led government (e.g. the inclusion of well-being in the Health and Physical Education Curriculum in 1999). The connection between well-being and the managerialist ideology of performativity, standards, measurable outcomes and so on was obvious in the first public policies that introduced this concept (see Weijers & Morrison, 2018, p. 5), particularly in the Investing in Well-being framework (Jacobsen et al., 2002) released by the Treasury. The aim of this framework was clearly explained by Acting Treasury Secretary John Whitehead: ‘to advise the Government on how to get maximum benefit from the money the Government spends on its social policies’1. See the statement that introduces the framework here:

The NZ Treasury is currently engaged in a project to identify cost-effective interventions to improve outcomes for children and young adults in order to maximise the value of government expenditures across the social sector. The central aim of this paper is to provide an empirically-robust framework to compare intervention across a range of social sectors. There are two key components to the framework. The first is a life-course view of child development that emphasises that experiences and influences in childhood can affect well-being throughout life. The second component involves viewing social expenditures as investments addressed at achieving particular outcomes, typically directed at enhancing well-being.

(Jacobsen et al., 2002, p. 1)

The influence of psychological theories in this framework (e.g. child development) was strong and provided a justification for a focus on risk detection. Again, public resources were not provided on a universal basis but based on detailed assessments of risk factors. The Treasury at that time also released some working papers named Towards an Inclusive Economy (New Zealand Treasury, 2001) and Knowledge, Capabilities and Human Capital Formation in Economic Growth (David & Goddard Lopez, 2001) that considered the links between economic growth, social capability and well-being; and lectures on how to measure Māori well-being (Durie, 2006). The government took up these recommendations with the New Zealand Health Strategy (New Zealand Ministry of Health, 2000), the Youth Development Strategy Aotearoa (New Zealand Ministry of Youth Affairs, 2002) and the commission of research on student well-being (e.g. Clark et al., 2013; Denny et al., 2011), among other initiatives (see Craig, 2006; Weijers & Morrison, 2018). These policies signalled a shift in the aspirations of the Left from social equality to psychological well-being. The intersection between psychological and economic principles provided a fruitful avenue for the continuation of the neoliberal project (Dardot & Laval, 2013).

After two periods of Labour’s government in the 2000s, National returned to power in 2008 and remained until 2017. In education, the ‘Third Way’ approach took by Labour ‘left the door open for the National-led Government to take a more clearly neo-liberal approach’ (Thrupp, 2017, online). The recently appointed Prime Minister John Key formerly a foreign exchange dealer, was determined in running the country as a business, referring to it as ‘NZ Inc’. The initial National-led government had a coalition with the ACT Party (openly neoliberal) and the Māori Party, which was not neoliberal, but their choice policies allowed the establishment of Māori-medium schools and their educational manifesto included elements of educational choice and competition (Thrupp, 2017). Perhaps the most controversial education policy of this period was the introduction of National Standards, which required regular numeracy and literacy assessment of primary school students. During this period, the government also led attempts to increase class sizes, favour privatization and increase the funding of independent schools and for-profit tertiary education providers, although under relatively tempered (yet pragmatic) approaches compared with other countries in the Anglosphere (Thrupp et al., 2021; Wood et al., 2021). Policies of blaming teachers that downplayed socio-economic factors continued, albeit in more evident ways. As stated by the Minister of Education Nikki Kaye: ‘We want to change the conversation as a country to be not about the socio-economic status of a neighbourhood, but to be about teaching and learning as schools.’

Under this Fifth National Government, well-being discourses continued to grow: the Treasury released its Living Standards Framework in 2011, the First International Conference on Wellbeing and Public Policy was held in Wellington in 2012, national surveys on student well-being continued to be commissioned, and so forth. This continuation reflected a broader interest in the measurement of well-being led by international organizations like the OECD (see Weijers & Jarden, 2017). The connection with the economy was bluntly clear. See, for example, the UN General Assembly meeting held in New York in 2012 which was titled Happiness and Wellbeing: Defining a New Economic Paradigm or the OECD’s creation of the Better Life Index in 2010 to allow more ‘holistic’ comparisons between countries. This fusion of psychological and economic statements presupposes not only, as Dardot and Laval (2013, p. 315) warn, that individuals are primarily human capitals but also that they are the target-object of potential transformation.

In 2017, the Labour Party returned to power in coalition under the leadership of Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern, forming the Sixth Labour Government (2017–23). A pivotal aspect of this government’s agenda was the advancement of what it termed a ‘well-being approach’ (Fletcher, 2019). A key policy of this approach was the Budget Policy Statement released by the Ministry of Finance (Robertson, 2018) to enforce that any governmental spending and non-financial choices consider their effects on people’s well-being across various aspects of life. The Living Standards Framework developed by the Treasury was used to operationalize the concept of well-being. The government’s approach to well-being was highly praised internationally. As stated by the New York Times, ‘no other major country that has so explicitly adopted well-being as its objective’ (Graham-McLay, 2019, online). Education was seen as key aspect of this well-being approach, which was reflected in its Statement of National Education and Learning Priorities and the Tertiary Education Strategy (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2020b) to ‘ensure the success and wellbeing of all learners’. After abolishing the controversial National Standards, the government embarked itself in a process of consultation to reform the education system. The government appointed a taskforce to review the Tomorrow’s Schools reform, yet the preliminary report released (Tomorrow’s Schools Independent Taskforce, 2018) triggered little debate (see Thrupp & McChesney, 2019) and some of the most substantial changes recommended by the Taskforce were dismissed and/or relegated to the background with the pandemic (Hipkins, 2020; New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2019). As part of the child well-being strategy, the government also increased the funding to develop resources for teaching well-being and mental health at schools and to provide more counselling services for schools. They also passed the Education (Pastoral Care of Tertiary and International Learners) Code of Practice 2021, which enforces tertiary institutions to monitor and promote well-being and safety practices, particularly that of international students (a major funding source of tertiary institutions).

Another main policy of the Sixth Labour Government was the refresh of the national curriculum, which included the approval of a new history curriculum. This curriculum refreshed, named Te Mātaiaho, has been an explicit attempt to give effect to Te Tiriti o Waitangi, New Zealand’s founding document, and to indigenize the curriculum. This curriculum has reflected the governments’ increasing inclination towards identity politics (Estellés et al., 2024; Rozas & Shafer, 2023) as part of a broader global rise of progressive neoliberalism (Fraser, 2017, 2019). As part of this turn, references to ‘politics of economic redistribution’ in the new curriculum are almost inexistent and appear disconnected from the decolonizing project.

In the next section, I explore the main New Zealand education policies for the sake of safe learning environments that have been developed in the context of neoliberalism by both the Right and the Left and their consensus around managerialism and well-being outlined above.

New Zealand policies for the sake of safe learning environments

As explained in Chapter 1, calls for safety in education beyond incident prevention became widespread in the Anglosphere as a conservative reaction to the various social and political upheavals of the decades prior to the neoliberal turn. In New Zealand, the term ‘safety’ was introduced in education policy in relation to two main issues: child abuse and school violence. Both issues, although not under the banner of ‘safety’, had already been objects of ‘moral panics’ in the decades before the neoliberal turn. In the 1950s, for example, conservative calls raised concerns about teenage delinquency and perceived sexual promiscuity, yet these calls were primarily seeking parental responsibility, especially that of solo and working mothers (see, for example, the Mazengarb Report, 1954). While in the 1970s and 1980s, debates around sex education were highly controversial (see Bowler, 2005; Young, 2003), the issue of child abuse, which brought the term safety into educational policy, was less contentious. In the 1980s, the Department of Education released The Sexual Abuse of Children and Young People guidelines to provide advice for teachers on how to ‘help students who have been mistreated’ (New Zealand Department of Education, 1989, p. 4) and designed, together with the Police, the programme ‘Keeping Ourselves Safe’ to ‘develop the skills and understandings they need to keep safe’ (New Zealand Police, Department of Education, 1987, p. 3). The issue of child abuse in these policies was framed under considerably depoliticized terms. These policies were approved under the premise that ‘all children are vulnerable to sexual abuse – regardless of family situation, race, sex, age, or socio-economic level’ ( New Zealand Department of Education, 1989 , p. 5, emphasis is mine). The theme of (sexual) child abuse became recurrent in the years that followed the reform (e.g. New Zealand Ministry of Education, 1993) to the point that teacher unions began to provide training programmes for ‘safe practice’ (see New Zealand Educational Institute, Te Riu Roa, 2000, 2002). As Jones (2005) explains, this risk mentality contributed to develop a culture of fear and overregulation at schools and a new professional identity through which ‘teachers define and regulate themselves according to codes of risk reduction and risk management as “safe”’ (p. 289). From 2014, with the enactment of the Vulnerable Children’s Act 2014 (New Zealand Government, 2014), all schools were obliged to conduct a safety check of all professionals working with children and to have a child protection policy that informed staff on their obligations if they are aware of an abused child. This policy was as part of National’s ‘tough new laws’ on child abuse, which openly declared that ‘Poverty is no excuse for child abuse’ (New Zealand Ministry of Social Development, 2011, p. 11). As noted by Keddell (2017):

While claimed to be a series of reforms that would ‘get tough’ on child abuse, the resulting changes focussed most on methods of surveillance and checking of both parents and professionals who work with children, and increasing professional collaboration, rather than addressing the causes of child abuse across the population.(p. 96)

Under the rationale of preventing child abuse, safety discourses clearly operated as a form of Foucauldian disciplinary power that justified methods of control and surveillance aimed at promoting a self-regulation of the conduct. The focus on such methods diverted attention from the actual causes of child abuse.

The other issue that put the terminology of safety and risk at the core of educational debates with the neoliberal shift was behaviour/violence management at schools (see Chapter 1). This issue also led to the implementation of disciplinary mechanisms, particularly in the early years after the reform. Yet, this approach softened as neoliberal policies became more consolidated, giving way to the more friendly power, as Han (Han, 2017) describes it, of psychopolitics. In 1994, as a response to the growing concerns on truancy and disruptive behaviour (Fergusson et al., 1996), the national government commissioned a report by the Education and Science Committee of the New Zealand House of Representatives to conduct an ‘inquiry into children in education at risk through truancy and behavioural problems’. The managerial character of the report and the psychologization/depoliticization of behavioural problems were obvious in the recommendations provided by the report, which were essentially: to improve the mechanisms to identify children at risk, to make sure that the Education Review Office reviews the pastoral care provided by schools, to provide professional development programmes for teachers and to increase the counselling services offered to schools (Education and Science Committee, 1995, p. 6). The report also signalled the importance of having a ‘positive atmosphere’ in the school. These recommendations preluded the approach taken by the government in the next decade, which culminated with the Ministry of Education’s Positive Behaviour for Learning Action Plan 2010–14 aimed at dealing with disruptive behaviour and reducing truancy. The shift towards less punitive approaches was the raison d’etre of this plan:

This Action Plan is a major shift in the management of disruptive behaviour in the education system. It provides proactive support for parents, teachers and schools that benefits everyone. The result will be better learning environments for all students and staff, improved teacher ability to support children’s behaviour and emotional needs, improved engagement in learning, a lift in achievement for students and an increase in teacher confidence and satisfaction.(New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2010)

As part of this plan, the Ministry of Education together with the New Zealand Council for Educational Research and the New Zealand Police2 developed the Wellbeing@School resources ‘to build safe and respectful school environments in which learning can flourish’ (p. 2), enhance ‘prosocial’ behaviours and discourage bullying. In initiatives like this, the motives of behaviour management, mental optimization and psychological well-being intertwined in a persuasive form of psychopolitics. Other policies by National that followed a similar rationale in the 1990s included the introduction of the concept of well-being in the national early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki, in 1996. The notion of well-being adopted by this document enhanced (arguably, individualized) the responsibility of educators to foster children’s well-being. The document revolved around the notion of ‘empowerment’ (Teschers & Harris, 2015, p. 77), a concept linked to Māori aspirations (May, 2002), despite clear contradictions between well-being notions in Māori culture and the ideology of the New Right (McCarthy, 1997). During the 1990s, the notion of well-being was also introduced in the Health and Physical Education curriculum under ‘strength-based approaches’ that focused on developing students’ ‘resilience’ (Sinkinson, 2011), a popular neoliberal, ‘psy’ concept aimed at promoting individual (rather than systemic) change (Webster & Rivers, 2019).

In the early years of the twenty-first century, Labour continued with the focus on well-being initiated by National, yet its emphasis was more focused on the inclusion of students ‘at risk’. The New Zealand Curriculum approved in 2007 consolidated the place of well-being in the Health and Physical Education curriculum (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 1999), in this case with a explicit link to Te Whare Tapa Wha model developed by the Māori psychologist Sir Mason Durie (1994). Despite this link, the neoliberal paradigms of performativity and accountability remained strong in the curriculum (Teschers & Harris, 2015, p. 79). Also, as explained by Sinkinson (2011), ‘overtime hauora (wellbeing in Māori) simply came to represent rather segmented individual wellbeing [and] any understanding of wellbeing encompassing the environment and wider society became blurred’ (p. 322). Another policy of the government at that time was the Ka Hikitia – Managing for Success: The Māori Education Strategy 2008–12 (see Berryman & Eley, 2017). This policy brought the concept of ‘cultural safety’ to the forefront, reflecting increasing calls for cultural recognition by Māori (e.g. Bishop & Glynn, 2003; Smith, 2012). As scholars have argued, however, the strategy dismissed socioeconomic arguments as ‘deficit theorising’ (Krzyzosiak & Stewart, 2019; Thrupp, 2014; Van Meijl, 2020). Arguably, an example of what Nancy Fraser (2017, 2019) calls the displacement of politics of economic redistribution by current identity politics in the context of progressive neoliberalism. This displacement explains the consensus between both Labour and National governments towards these policies. Indeed, the Ka Hikitia plan was later extended by the National government (see Ka Hikitia – Accelerating Success 2013–17), which broadly followed the same lines (Krzyzosiak & Stewart, 2019). The plans targeting Pacific students (2009–12, 2013–17 and 2020–30) had a similar approach, despite being approved by different governments. As recurrently stated by the latest Action Plan for Pacific Education 2020–30 aimed at ‘“confront[ing] systemic racism and discrimination in education” against Pasifika students’, children ‘feel safe if they are wrapped in their culture’ (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2023a, p. 2). As my colleague Professor John O’Neill and I argue elsewhere (Estellés & O’Neill, 2024), this Action Plan points at teachers, in a renew version of the politics of blame, as the main responsible for the solution of racism in New Zealand schools and portrays this problem as completely disassociated from capitalism.

With the Fifth National government (2008–17), safety in education continued a similar approach, raising little critique. Some of the developments at this time included the publication of the Bullying Prevention and Response: A Guide for Schools in 2015 and the approval of the Bullying-Free NZ Schools Framework in 2016. These initiatives followed a similar ‘whole-school’ approach to those recommended by UNESCO (see critique in Chapter 3) and incorporated new sections for digital safety and LGBTIQ students. During this period, specific guidelines for digital safety at schools were also released (see New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2015a), which had a clear focus on individual responsibility over incidents of online abuse and a lack of references to the role of both governments and tech industry (Estellés & Doyle, 2025). The government during this time also released curriculum policy guidelines for sexuality education (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2015b), which ‘engage more explicitly with issues of inclusion, especially related to lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, and gender and sexually diverse (LGBTQ+) students’ (Fitzpatrick et al., 2022, p. 135). These guidelines, which reflected an increasing focus on identity politics, have been recently refreshed by the latest Labour government (see New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2020a). As explained by some of the academics involved in the writing of the refresh, the new document includes:

a framework based on Te Tiriti o Waitangi (New Zealand’s founding document post-colonisation), Indigenous knowledges and human rights; attention to issues of bullying and inclusion; and the responsibility of schools to address gender and sexual diversity in programmes and the whole school.

(Fitzpatrick et al., 2022, p. 134)

During the 2017–23 period, the Sixth Labour Government had well-being/safety policies at the forefront of their political agenda. As explained by Finance Minister Grant Robertson (Stuff, 2019), their goal as a government was to create ‘a better, kinder, more inclusive country’. In the realm of safety, Labour’s main education policies at this time included the creation of an Equity Index ‘to better understand and target socio-economic disadvantage’, the provision of more counselling services and free lunches for schools in low socio-economic areas and for minority students, and the publication of ‘inclusive’ guidelines and resources for mental health education. These policies, which focused on the individual effects of oppression rather than the causes, consolidated the use of ‘psy’ terminology to describe social problems in what Ecclestone and Hayes (2019) call the therapization of social justice. For example, the guidelines for mental health education (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2022), while recognizing cultural and political factors involved in students’ mental health, focused on individual skill development and school-level interpersonal relationships:

Ākonga (students) deserve quality mental health education in order to learn knowledge and skills and to help them navigate adverse situations. They also deserve school environments that are relational, inclusive, empowering, and mana-enhancing. With hauora and oranga mauri as the foundation, quality mental health education emphasises self-understanding, belonging, and connectedness that is grounded in culture, place, and histories. It enables ākonga to become strong in their identities and to become increasingly aware of what they need to support their mental wellbeing. It equips them with skills and strategies to meet challenges, adapt to change, and respond decisively to cultures of social exclusion.

(p. 7)

In policies like the above, there is a focus on the effects rather than the causes of discrimination together with an emphasis on the individual/school. Another illustrative example of this focus can be seen in the specific guidelines offered on how to deal with students’ increasing dissatisfaction with their bodies. These guidelines rather than, for example, critically analysing the role of food, cosmetic and fitness industries (and patriarchy!) in students’ body size and image, they recommend promoting ‘an inclusive school culture [that] accepts and values diverse body shapes and sizes’ (p. 44). While these policies represent a move from earlier invocations of mental health and resilience that exclusively highlighted individual responsibility, the focus on ‘school environments’ is still far from indicating sociologically informed approaches.

As can be seen in Table 3, New Zealand safety policies in education (beyond incident prevention) have considerably increased since the neoliberal turn, covering a broader range of issues, many of them related to wellbeing and equity proposals.


Table 3 New Zealand safety policies in education.




	Period


	Party in power


	Safety-related education policies







	1984–7


	Labour


	Keeping Ourselves Safe (1987)





	1987–90


	National


	The Sexual Abuse of Children and Young People guidelines (1989)





	1990–3


	National


	Prevent Child Abuse: Guidelines for Early Childhood Education Services (1993)





	1993–6


	National


	Inquiry into Children in Education at Risk through Truancy and Behavioural Problems (1995)

Te Whāriki (1996)





	1996–9


	National (coalition)


	Health and Physical Education in the New Zealand Curriculum (1999)





	1999–2002


	Labour (coalition)


	Te Kotahitanga





	2002–5


	Labour


	Sexuality Education: A Guide for Principals, Boards of Trustees and Teachers (2002)





	2005–8


	Labour


	New Zealand Curriculum (2007)

Ka Hikitia – Managing for Success: The Māori Education Strategy (2008–12)





	2008–11


	National (coalition)


	Positive Behaviour for Learning Action Plan (2010–14)

Wellbeing@School website

Pasifika Education Plan (2009–12)

Tātaiako: Cultural Competencies for Teachers of Māori Learners (2011)





	2011–14


	National (coalition)


	Vulnerable Children’s Act (2014)

Ka Hikitia – Accelerating Success (2013–17)

Pasifika Education Plan (2013–17)

Tau Mai Te Reo (2013)





	2014–17


	National (coalition)


	Alcohol and Other Drug Education Programmes (2014)

Digital Technology: Safe and Responsible Use in Schools (2015)

Sexuality Education: A Guide for Principals, Boards of Trustees and Teachers (2015)

Bullying Prevention and Response: A Guide for Schools (2015)

Bullying-Free NZ Schools Framework (2016)





	2017–20


	Labour (coalition)


	Tapasā Cultural Competencies Framework for Teachers of Pacific Learners (2018)

Wellbeing Strategy (2019)

Preventing and Responding to Suicide: Resource Kit for Schools (2019)

Te Ahu o te Reo Māori (2019)

Education and Training Act (2020)

Action Plan for Pacific Education (2020–30)

Relationships and Sexuality Education: A Guide for Teachers, Leaders, and Boards of Trustees (2020)





	2020–3


	Labour


	Conselling in Schools (2021)

Mental Health Education: A Guide for Teachers, Leaders, and School Boards (2021)









Safety providers in education

As perhaps expected, New Zealand education system has experienced increasing privatization since the neoliberal turn in the 1980s (e.g. Gordon & Whitty, 1997; Olssen & Matthews, 1997; Thrupp et al., 2020, 2021; Wylie, 2012). This privatization has gone beyond the financial assistance, infrastructure and services offered within schools, but has also involved any other assistance to schools via support for educational activities and services (Thrupp et al., 2020, 2021). Private actors operating in and around the New Zealand public education system include private businesses, charities, social enterprises, philanthropic organizations and consultants (Thrupp et al., 2020, 2021). Perhaps because the ideal of public schooling has always remained relatively strong in New Zealand society even with the introduction of the neoliberal reform,3 much of the privatization of the education system has taken place in hidden markets outside of the ‘public eye’, such as ‘the Ministry contracting out professional learning and development, curriculum development and resources, and educational research to private actors’ (Thrupp et al., 2021, p. 8). This has too included the privatization of curriculum areas that have not been regarded as ‘core’ such as health or arts (Powell, 2015; Thrupp et al., 2021). This form of privatization has often been seen as a way of ‘enriching’ the curriculum. Also, since the introduction of neoliberal policies in the 1980s, increasing social disparities within New Zealand society have frequently provided justification for charitable and social enterprise initiatives (Thrupp et al., 2021).

In this context, a growing body of private actors has emerged to assist schools to respond to the demands of child safety in education. While the list is exhaustive and difficult to track, given the decentralized nature of the education system, I will mention below some key private actors. These include charities, such as the Mental Health Foundation of New Zealand and the Sir John Kirwan Foundation, that provide well-being resources for schools. Their resources, while often welcomed and praised by educational scholars and practitioners (e.g. Gregorzewski, et al., 2022), contribute to that individualization of social risk and the therapization of social justice discussed in Chapter 2. See, for example, the following statement from the foreword of the Mental Health Foundation research report evaluating the Like Minds, Like Mine anti-stigma and discrimination programme that they have been supporting since 1997:

This report highlights many of the challenges experienced by young people with mental health concerns. It reveals that discrimination, in particular, poses a real threat to their health and wellbeing – their ability to seek help, to express themselves, to negotiate relationships with others and to manage their lives … Insofar as this report highlights the particular challenges faced by young people with mental health concerns, it also reveals what potential for positive change and growth exists. The report demonstrates that mental health and wellbeing, and pathways towards more positive outcomes, are not just the responsibility of the health and social sector. For young people, their relationships with their peers and family, and their community, sports and social institutions can be the catalysts for growth, and in many ways provide the foundation upon which more formal interventions are able to take root and flourish.

(Mental Health Foundation of New Zealand, 2014, p. 4)

Other private actors (non-profit and for profit) providing educational resources and safety for schools in the digital space include Netsafe, Grok Academy and Linewize. Linewize, for example, provides ‘technology solutions’ for students’ digital safety and wellbeing, often at the expense of their privacy rights (Estellés & Doyle, 2025). Other techno-products that schools can subscribe to monitor and design ‘effective’ wellbeing solutions are the Komodo and Melon apps, the latter supported by the Ministry of Health. As the research I am currently conducting with my colleague Dr Andrew Doyle shows, the approach adopted by these organizations to online safety education have a behavioural focus that ignores the role of governments and IT corporations in the development of online safe environments (see Estellés & Doyle, 2025).

Two influential private professional development providers, Cognition Education and CORE Education, provide workshops on well-being education and cultural safety for teachers, often in collaboration with scholars. The Relationships First®, programme developed in partnership between Cognition Education and Emeritus Professor Russell Bishop, is ‘a culturally responsive practice that focuses on accelerating and sustaining the achievement outcomes of indigenous and marginalised students, to maximise the achievement of all learners’ (Cognition Education New Zealand, 2024, online).

There are companies, such as SafeSchools, that offer schools a range of services regarding health and safety policies, including ‘audits, hazard management and contractor advice, tailor-made training, as well as, an EOTC (education outside of the classroom) documentation checking service’ (Safe Schools, 2023, online).

Other common collaborators of the Ministry of Education for resource development also include the Safe Space Alliance, a LGBTQI+-led non-profit organization, and Rainbow Youth, an Incorporated Society.

As can be seen, therefore, there is a broad range of private actors involve in the provision of student safety. While the ideological underpinning of these private actors is very diverse, they all contribute to (re)produce safety discourses in New Zealand education. This alliance between private interest and safety discourses is arguably an expression of what Nancy Fraser (2017, 2019) calls ‘progressive neoliberalism’. The (hidden) privatization of education, however, is only one of the many dangerous effects of the spread of safety discourses in education. While New Zealand’s policies have often been praised and used as a role model by international organizations, the neoliberal underpinnings of such agendas need to be problematized and their consequences critically analysed. The following chapters examine the impact of safety discourses in real educational practices at New Zealand schools. This examination may serve as a cautionary note for other countries, particularly for those that look to the Anglosphere with post-colonial aspirations of ‘modernization’.
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The Pressure of Risk Management at Schools

While the previous chapter focused on how and under which conditions safety discourses were (re)produced in New Zealand education policies, this chapter analyses some of the ways in which safety discourses operate in concrete school practices. It draws upon an ethnographic study I conducted with four secondary schools on how they promote ‘safe learning environments’. My aim in this study was to understand what schools were doing in the name of safety, how safety discourses were moulding educators’ everyday practices and how students responded to such practices. In other words, I was interested in how the safety rationales presented in the education policies described in previous chapters were enacted in schools.

This endeavour, however, was challenging in many senses. I will note here three main difficulties. The first had to do with the access to schools. As most educational researchers know, schools are often reluctant to be involved in research because they are very time restricted and – perhaps more importantly – tired of researchers’ ‘datamining’ processes. Yet, this study had an added degree of reluctancy related to the increasing public criticism towards educational professionals breaching ‘safety rules’ (e.g. Collins, 2020; Kirkeby, 2019; RNZ, 2023). In this context, many schools and teachers were – understandably – not willing to share ‘how they promote safe learning environments’, even though I remarked that it was not my intention to judge whether individual teachers or schools were ‘doing their homework’. Fears of accusations of ‘safety rule breaking’ were still present when the involved schools generously agreed to participate and persisted during the whole process. Another challenge I faced was the ‘problem’ of the multiplicity of meanings attributed to safety and its elusive – albeit often pervasive – presence in practice. In an attempt to make the research more manageable, I initially narrowed down its focus to the following range of safety issues at schools: (a) behaviour management, (b) emotional well-being and (c) cultural safety. I left, therefore, efforts for hazard/incident prevention at schools outside of my radar since I saw them as less problematic from a political perspective.1 My starting point was that the three areas mentioned above were the ones that presented more contentious political implications. Yet, I must recognize that the divisions between these areas, while relatively clear at the beginning, faded away as the research was progressing. A ‘problem’ that I made sense of in a ‘messy dialogue’ (Smyth & Hattam, 2001) between the data, theory and genealogical inquiry (see Chapter 1), and several back-and-forths with the schools. Finally, the theoretical and political recognition of schools as complex organizations (Ball et al., 2012; Lynch & Lodge, 2002; Westoby, 1988) ‘made up of competing and conflicting values, principles and desires’ (Ball et al., 2012, p. 150) presented an ambitious endeavour that implied delving into the cultures of the schools, which obviously differ based on factors such as student demographics, traditions, cultural backgrounds, gender, socioeconomic status, even subjects (Goodson, 1993) and their microclimates, which are too unique within individual classrooms, faculty rooms and playgrounds (Darmanin, 2018; Hammersley & Woods, 1984; Lynch & Lodge, 2002; Swain, 2000). My intention in this chapter is not to provide a glimpse of each of the four case study schools but to explore some of the common pressures, tensions, responses, perceived challenges, enthusiasms, contradictions, competing agendas and evidences of discontent lived across the four schools involved in this research.

The study

The fieldwork of the study was funded by the Spencer Foundation and took place between February 2022 and November 2023. Over this year-and-a-half period, I delved into the lives of four secondary schools in New Zealand. I was interested in getting a sense of what was happening in schools across a broad range of circumstances so I selected four high schools from diverse backgrounds in terms of their socio-economic status, student population (ethnicity), location (urban/rural) and nature (public/state integrated, co-ed/single sex). All of them, however, could be considered as common schools in New Zealand; that is, none of them were subjected to any special grant or programme, nor they were known by their ‘under-performance’, ‘outstanding results’ or any other characteristic related to safety.

School A is a large public high school located in a low socio-economic area of a large city in New Zealand. The school is co-educational and has a diverse student demographic in terms of ethnicity with a high percentage of Pacific students. School B is a state-integrated faith-based school located in a large city and low socio-economic neighbourhood. Most of its student population is from Asian descendant, and the school is single sex (girls). School C is a public secondary school located in a high socio-economic rural area. The school is co-educational, and the majority of its students are New Zealand European, followed by a significant presence of Māori students. School D is a public high school located in a medium-high socio-economic area of a medium-size city. The school is co-educational and the most represented ethnicity is New Zealand European, followed by Asian and Māori.

Before the fieldwork began, all schools were informed about the aims and procedures of the study and their informed consent was sought following the research ethics standards of the University of Auckland and the University of Waikato, where I conducted this research.

During the fieldwork period, I collected a wide range of publicly available contextualizing data from each school. This included information about student population, student engagement, retention, finances, and reports by the Education Review Office (New Zealand government’s external education evaluation agency). I also collected school documents that stated the schools’ general vision, values, norms, purposes and strategic plans, as well as specific policies related to safety, such as behaviour management protocols, conflict resolution plans, pastoral care programmes, plans for the inclusion of minority students and policies on the use of digital technologies. Newsletters and social media posts were also collected, although the analysis of this content turned out to be more limited than what I would have liked. During the school visits, I also took photographs of wall displays and posters with content related to safety in the three senses outlined above. In addition, I conducted a series of eleven focus groups and twenty-one semi-structured interviews with four senior leaders, fourteen classroom teachers, three teacher aids, one counsellor and fifty-two students (aged 16–18). The interviews and focus groups revolved around the ways in which physical, emotional and cultural safety were promoted at the schools and how the specific policies in place played out in practice. The interview texts were transcribed by Mia Leighton and Florence Lyons, research assistants in this project. NVivo was used to store and organize the data.

The analysis of the data was drawn on a range of theoretical resources. It was informed by Foucault’s investigations about power in the late 1970s, as well as the contributions of post-Foucauldian critical philosophers and sociologists, such as Han, Laval, Dardot and Chi-Chi, explained in Chapter 2. The work of Ecclestone and Hayes (2019) on the therapization of education has been key in making sense of the psychological treatment of safety problems (see Chapter 1). Feminist philosophers Nancy Fraser (1995, 1997, 2000) and Seyla Benhabib’s (2002) discussions on cultural recognition have informed my reading of the calls and responses for cultural safety (see Chapter 6). The work on how neoliberalism operates in education by Stephen Ball and colleagues in the UK and, more particularly, Martin Thrupp in Aotearoa New Zealand has been fundamental to understand the broader context in which schools enact current policies (see Chapter 4). Finally, critical thinkers in the curriculum such as Bourdieu, Willis, Giroux and Apple have also informed my reflections on how the hidden curriculum of safety contributes to reinforce existing inequalities, an issue I explore more deeply in the next chapter.

In the following sections, I provide an overview of the context in which schools enact safety policies and note some of the ways in which the logics of safety permeate institutional policies and priorities, influence teachers’ work and trigger particular responses from students.

The pressure of safety

When the fieldwork of the study begun in 2022, the four schools that participated in the study were settled back into the new post-pandemic routine. Health anxieties about disease transmission persisted, but to a much lesser extent than previous years. Covid-19, however, was still very present in the imaginary of the participants, mostly because of its lingering effects on work fatigue and youth mental health. The pandemic and its associated mental health issues were highlighted by an overwhelming majority of the participants, both educators and students, across the four schools. As a teacher expressed it:

Emotional safety is a huge topic. I think coming out of things like COVID. I’m not sure if the counsellor has any statistics on his waiting lists, but certainly well-being of students is a growing topic.

(Health and Physical Education Teacher, School C)

Concerns about student well-being from an emotional-psychological perspective were not only recurrent in the interviews. At the time, these worries also proliferated in broader media calls (e.g. Gerritsen, 2023b; O’Dwyer, 2021) and reports from the Ministry (e.g. New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2023b), posing high expectations on schools to deal with this challenge. As the latest report recognizes, ‘ākonga [students] and their whānau/families have increasingly raised wellbeing concerns and have indicated clear expectations of a need for improvement in supporting the health and wellbeing of rangatahi [young people] in their education settings’ (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2023b, p. 4).

During the time of the study, digital technologies were, too, posing new challenges to schools, from cyberbullying and phone addition through to sexual content sharing and defamation. Several educators noted the increasing expectation posed on schools to deal with such challenges and their limitations in these endeavours. This pressure on teachers and schools to solve social problems has been persistent in New Zealand education policy and discourse since the neoliberal reform (see O’Neill, 2005, 2010; Thrupp & Mika, 2012), and the (post-)pandemic pressures to care for students’ well-being came at time of intense workloads for teachers (Kitchin, 2023). In a focus group with three teachers from School C, the participants complained about these pressures and highlighted what they saw as the other side of the coin; that is, teachers’ mental health.2 The following quote by one of these teachers shows the increasing individualization of teachers’ social risk:

For staff, mental health is a huge one because it’s invisible. It’s not seen as health and safety. It’s just that person’s ownership. It’s their thing to deal with. Whereas it’s been brought about by a daily thing of like earlier this year, really worried about teacher burnout, the pressures from students and school, you know, Ministry of Education, parents, the public.

(Teacher Aid, School C)

Despite these pushbacks against social pressures, teachers had the responsibility of safety well internalized. In the interviews, teachers knew they had to check on students’ emotional well-being and work in collaboration with the counsellor whenever a ‘red flag’ flares up. Some of them mentioned having received professional development in the so-called ‘trauma-informed’ teaching. Teachers’ sense of self-responsibility to do things the ‘safe’ way was heightened by the fear of being accused of negligence or inappropriate action, which often led them to embrace policy regulations that clarify the procedures to follow (see quote below). This penchant for overregulation has also been the path followed by teachers’ unions to ‘protect teachers from risk’ (Jones, 2005).

Teacher: We know all the kids are vaping. They’re not necessarily doing it right in front of our faces, but they’re doing as soon as they’re out in the playground. And after school. We know that when they are at [another school], if you are caught vaping at school, you are stood down for a day and then … they have to have a meeting with the drug and alcohol counsellor. … that’s a compulsory reentry, part of the reentry back into school. We don’t seem to have that. …

Teacher Aid: Because we have no policies, we just don’t have good policies. What is the process? What is the flowchart for? So if a student is caught … what is the process?

Of course, that teachers have the responsibility of emotional safety internalized does not mean that they actually take over it or do so in a way that students perceive as relevant. Indeed, in the focus groups with the students, many of them complained that the schools’ focus on well-being was only superficial and very teacher-dependant. As one of the students explained about the pastoral care programme in which they participated:

It [pastoral care programme] feels like a publicity thing. A functional thing designed to make students feel safer and to educate students on like real-world issues would be something that is led by the teacher, which of course is based on the idea that the teacher gives a shit. Some do, Miss X does, but plenty of teachers absolutely do not.

(Student, School D)

The criticisms expressed by the teachers and students above signal at other pressures or competing agendas in the schools. Within the context of school competition, parents want to select schools that achieve good academic outcomes, as well as provide safe and orderly learning environments. The focus on academic outcomes, school reputation and behaviour control is perceived by many students as a tension at the expense of their well-being: ‘they [principals] only care about the school reputation, the uniform, grades and things like that’ (Student, School A). As can be seen in the following sections, this tension between the students’ safety and that of the school as a business/institution is a recurrent theme in the enactment of safety policies.

Safety policies at schools

Behaviour management

Managing students’ behaviour has always been a pressing, practical concern for schools and a recurring ‘issue’ exploited by governments across the political spectrum to showcase their commitment to education (Ball et al., 2012). A wide array of professionals contribute to behaviour management in schools, including teachers, senior leaders, teacher aids, learning support assistants and others. While power relations exist between them, real-world considerations sometimes blur job responsibilities (Ball et al., 2012). School hierarchies, dynamics and doses of pragmatism often lead to common approaches towards discipline control at schools, although interpreted and enacted differently by various stakeholders who hold divergent beliefs about the goals and strategies of behaviour management (Ball et al., 2012; Slee, 1995, 2011; Spillane, 2006). The four schools involved in this study had similar policies in place for behaviour management. They all had rules stated in their school documents, websites and poster walls and guidelines and procedures in case breaches of such rules take place. Broad similarities between these policies can be seen in the following interview quotes by educators from the different schools:

the procedure for discipline at the school is that a teacher tries three different interventions, if there’s some behavioral issues. And then if there’s no resolution, then you phone the office and there’s a schedule of senior leaders, deans, heads of learning and there’s an on-call person, so if you’re the on-call person for learning block one on Monday and a teacher have tried three interventions. And there’s still no … Then you ring through and there is still a restorative approach.

(Assistant Principal, School C)

The process in the school, we actually have a little red card in each classroom, and it has the number of the classroom on it. And if a situation arises, then you give the red card to a responsible student and they walk straight to the deputy principal corridor. And whoever is there knows exactly which classroom is because it’s in the red card, they know and come straight away …. And then a restorative chat happens.

(Social Studies Teacher, School A)

So we’re encouraged [by the educational authorities] to have a process so if there are concerns around safety. For instance, we will contact home or we will refer issues to the [form] teacher or the dean. So it’s this idea of trying to gradually escalate responses to safety concerns. But then there are also disciplinary routes, if things occur that need to be escalated further. So to lighten negative behaviour. There’s probably strong messaging about relationships with students as well [as] an effort to be sort of proactive and preventative around things as well.

(Head of Learning, School D)

Of course, not all the participants gave the same importance to the policies mentioned above, nor they felt equally comfortable about these policies. In one of the interviews, for example, one of the teachers explained how he got instructed to physically restraint students ‘to prevent imminent harm in extreme cases’, but felt incapable of doing so when a fight between students arose in his class. He recognized feeling ‘ashamedly relieved’ when another colleague arrived and physically separated the students. Apart from differences like this that hint at conflicting dispositions on behaviour regulation at schools, there was a generalized lack of questioning of the behavioural management policies across all the participants and some clear policy commonalities across schools.

As can be seen in the quotes above, all the schools made use of disciplinary mechanisms that combined punitive strategies with more ‘proactive’, ‘positive’ approaches in what Han (2017) would describe as ‘friendly power’ (see Chapter 2). The use of punitive strategies serves to discipline the bodies in the Foucauldian sense and reflect a clear cultural conflict at schools, particularly between educators and students from certain groups in society. It was not easy to identify all the students who received ‘red cards’ at the schools in the years of the inquiry to get a sense of the demographics most affected by this ‘tougher’ version of discipline, yet my inquiries via interviews pointed at male, racialized students from low socio-economic backgrounds, a finding widely aligned with the literature (see e.g. Gillies & Robinson, 2010, Gillies, 2011; Down et al., 2024). As a female Pacific student at School A explained to me, behaviour management measures in the name of safety at her school were particularly targeted at male Pacific students like her cousin:

One of my first cousins, he comes to school with us, he’s in our year group, and every day is just stopped by the principal, assistant principals, whānau [family grouping] leaders, all the teachers and the people in power at our school, he’s stopped because of his uniform, because of his incorrect shoes, because of his facial hair, which is a school rule, we aren’t allowed facial hair. And he’s constantly asked where he was, what he’s doing, where he’s supposed to be going, if he was doing something unsafe. Sometimes they ask him to search his bag for drugs or alcohol, anything that’s banned from our school.

(Student, School A)

As I have explored with some colleagues in more detail elsewhere (Estellés et al., 2023), the portrayal of Pacific students as a danger for the school reputation by teachers and leaders was a recurrent theme in the interviews with the Pacific students of this school.

The more ‘proactive’ trend towards behaviour management was particularly instigated in the 2000s and 2010s with education policies such as the Positive Behaviour for Learning plan (see Chapter 4). This ‘positive’ approach in schools often takes the form of ‘restorative practice’, an adaptation of restorative justice principles and strategies, including mediation and restorative chats. As explained by New Zealand academics Drewery and Kecskemeti (2010), ‘Restorative practice is not about making people behave so that they fit in to some predetermined whole, but about maintaining quality of relationship where inclusion, curious inquiry and equity are primary goals’ (p. 111). In the words of New Zealand educational psychologists Savage et al. (2010), ‘It is a proactive approach to managing challenging behaviour that emphasises the readjustment of environments, teaching of replacement behaviours, and manipulations of consequences to reduce or eliminate the targeted behaviours’ (p. 30). This approach has been applauded for notably reducing suspensions at New Zealand schools (Drewery, 2016; The Restorative Practices Development Team, 2004) and several teachers in the country, including the participants, have received professional learning in this space. Some scholars (e.g. Gray, 2005), however, have raised concerns about the individualizing effects of these approaches since they do not change the levels of social exclusion experienced by young offenders and this approach is often used to render the young people responsible for their own actions. While none of the schools involved in the study had a particularly authoritarian or punitive approach to disciplinary regulation and, as I will explain in next section, all of them were increasingly incorporating strategies to promote student well-being, the use of restorative practice ‘as an instrument of social development (rather) than a behaviour management practice’ (Drewery, 2016, p. 191) is questionable. With variable degrees of engagement from educators and students, restorative practices at the schools were mostly used for disciplinary management purposes. See, for example, the following quote by the associate principal and pastoral care leader of School B in which she explains how restorative practice works at her school:

Restorative practice is looking at the idea of giving consequences, not punishment, and how we see it’s different is that if a student has done something wrong, and they understand what they have done wrong, what went wrong, who was affected by it, and what they could have done differently, and how the situation has escalated, and things like that. So it’s more of fixing the problem, rather than punishing the kid. They understand at the end of that conversation, that if I’m getting a detention, then it’s a consequence for what I did. And not exactly a punishment, that they don’t understand why they’re getting it. So that’s usually what we understand as restorative justice.

(Associate Principal and Pastoral Care Head, School B)

During the fieldwork of the study, most behavioural issues happening at the schools were mediated by digital technologies: cyber bullying, sensitive content sharing, defamation about school community members through social media and so on. There was a clear consensus between teachers and students that online safety issues were the biggest safety challenges facing at the moment. The regulation of online behaviour presented opportunities for external providers (non-profit and for-profit) to promote tailor-made and/or generic solutions. The hiring of external solutions was seen as practical and effective by schools’ leadership teams. All of them, for example, resorted to the services provided by Netsafe, a non-profit organization officially approved by the government to deal with cases of online abuse in the country. Netsafe provided the schools with workshops for parents and teachers and educational resources for students. However, perhaps what the schools valued the most about Netsafe is that this organization was able to act as a direct intermediary between social media networking sites and the schools when harmful content was posted. As the counsellor of School C explained:

Counsellor: I deal with that a lot in counselling. That’s big, cyber bullying is huge. The students are on their phone, the phone is them, basically. And so it takes if you can put a good case together, Netsafe will get it done. They have their contacts, also TikTok can take up to ten days to be removed. So I think three weeks ago, four weeks ago I was a victim of a TikTok video; it wasn’t very nice. They’ve taken my name and slur my name. And I went to Netsafe and it was taken down that day.

Netsafe is not the only external online safety provider. To deal with the spread of cyber bullying cases, School D hired the consultancy services of a popular edupreneur in the country. As one of the teachers explained: ‘he was really good at making the children understand that cyber bullying is a serious thing, it can have lots of serious legal consequences.’ An opinion corroborated by the students as well. School B had also hired the services of a for-profit organization, Linewize, that – without any problematization about children’s privacy rights – allows educators track students’ online behaviour and receive alerts when their safety was seen at risk:

So as a pastoral care head, our pastoral care head and myself, we get notifications of the red flags coming up. So for example, if, you know, students are searching for adult content, or they’re going to search something inappropriate, then we get the red alert. So we know what students were searching, at what time, which website they went into which we blocked them, they can’t access those websites. It’s just gives a notification to the student that was trying to go into there, then we have that conversation again with the kid: ‘I see that you were going on this website, what’s happening?, What were you searching for?’

(Associate Principal and Pastoral Care Head, School B)

As can be seen in the quotes above, the protection of students’ safety in its behavioural dimension is a pragmatic and pressing concern for educators at schools. Because of this, it is also a fertile ground for the proliferation of external-private services that provide fashionable styles of behaviour management, strategies, technologies, and procedures for schools. The neoliberal context in which schools operate in New Zealand (see Chapter 4) constitutes an important explanatory factor for this proliferation. In schools ‘run like businesses’, considerations such as satisfying clients’ desires or maintaining the schools’ reputation are not trivial, since they guarantee the retaining/attraction of the ‘best’ students. As Ball (2012) reminds us, neoliberalism in education cannot be fully understood by only looking at private actors expanding their influence over the public system. Neoliberal practices are the result of a ‘mutual dependency between markets and states’ (p. 17). The fertile ground mentioned above are the conditions created by public education ‘within which the market can flourish and expand’ (Ball, 2012, p. 17).

Emotional well-being

As seen in the previous sections, emotional safety was an increasing concern for both educators and students of the four schools. The individualized and therapeutic approach towards issues of student well-being was evident in the exaltation of the figure of the counsellor that all the participants made in the interviews. Referrals to the counsellor were seen as ‘logical’ responses because emotional safety problems were perceived as individual problems (i.e. problems of the psyche, not social problems). The relationship between individualization and psychologization is clear in the following quote by a form teacher whose students were predominantly coming from ethnic minorities and low socio-economic backgrounds. As can be seen, the focus on psychological symptoms overshadows a material analysis of the underlying causes of these symptoms:

We’ve got a lot of our students with emotional issues, or who are going through emotional problems, it could be a whole variety of reasons why they’re going through emotional problems, it could be because of family issues, it could be because they’re overwhelmed, especially when they get to senior level, they’ll get really overwhelmed, it could be because of something that’s happening internally with them, they might be going through some medical issues or it could be friend issues or it could be bullying as well. So there’s a whole spectrum towards how the kid is feeling emotionally, and why they are feeling that emotionally. So yeah, but then our emotional issues are usually dealt by our counsellor, and she deals with the emotional aspects of it. So anytime any teacher, or even us, we feel that a student is going through emotional distress, we talk to them privately but then we refer them to the counsellor.

(Form Teacher, School B)

The above quote also captures well the cautious approach that most teachers interviewed adopt whenever they identify a student struggling with their emotional well-being. This approach mostly consisted of talking to the student privately and referring them to the counsellor. As another teacher recognized:

I’m not a counsellor, I’m not a therapist, I don’t have the tools to help them [students] with trauma, but I can give them time, talk with them to see if they’d like me to make a referral to the counsellor or just, you know, checking in to see how they are and what supports they’ve got in place. Yeah, and letting them know that I am here and that they can go [to the counsellor] at any time.

(Drama Teacher, School C)

This therapeutic approach, which is also reflected in the language used (e.g. anxiety, distress, trauma), was widely embraced in informal messages at the schools. During the period of data collection, the schools populated their newsletters and social media posts with messages that showed responsiveness with students’ emotional lives, positive notes and tips to look after one’s well-being, followed by reminders of counsellor services available for those who struggle. Wall posters in schools reminded educators of their responsibility to report abuse cases to their superiors and the school counsellor (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2 Photo of safety-related poster.


Among the students, there was a generalized sense that they did not have enough counselling services available (or not good enough) to deal with the amount of mental health problems at schools. For them, counselling was too the most common-sense solution. As expressed by one of the students: ‘I wish there could be more counsellors available, I feel they are so needed’ (Student, School D). The school leader of one of the schools, who described himself as a ‘tech person’, was considering signing a student well-being platform, Komodo, which includes psychologist-designed surveys to help educators identify issues such as depression, anxiety or bullying, and make sure that the most urgent cases are getting the limited counselling services available.

Apart from the counselling services, the schools involved in the study had diverse policies in place. As a response to the increasing public calls for student well-being at schools, the three public schools (A, C and D) had subscribed pastoral care programmes, which covered a broad range of safety issues from drug consumption through to bullying, positive relationships and stress management. The state-integrated, religious school (School B) did not have such programmes, yet they had a pastoral care leader who had regular ‘check-ins’ with form teachers and students – an approach perhaps facilitated by the small size of the school. The pastoral care programmes enacted at the public schools were designed by educational scholars, and all said to be grounded in Māori worldviews and concepts. The programmes were delivered by the form teachers and raised a variety of opinions from both educators and students. While for some these programmes offered a space for building meaningful relationships, the majority saw them as mere ‘wellbeing washing’ practices imposed from outside. See examples of the contrasting opinions below:

I think it’s actually really good to have this class because you get to be with your year group. And it’s actually really good to connect with the people in your year and as well as your teacher, and you can get to know that teacher and they can help you because they’re obviously in the school, and they have a lot more they can do to help you.

(Student, School C)

Marta: And what about the [pastoral care] programme? How do you find it?

Student 1: It’s useless. It’s garbage.

Student 2: They [teachers] used it to do some content. And now they just let it go. We don’t do anything.

Student 3: That’s because the teachers don’t like what’s being taught because they’re set a specific programme that leaves very little room for student voice. I remember at the end of the first year, they sent out a feedback form. And they were like: What did you like about it? What do you want more of what’s great? They never said: What’s bad? What can we improve on? They were just like give us validation.

(Students, School D)

I’m not the best person to ask [about the pastoral care programme] Marta. I have gone rogue because I’m naughty. I don’t follow the programme because I hated the programme. And so I made my own programme … because it was boring, and the kids hated it.

(Form Teacher, School C)

Other pastoral care initiatives from the schools included the creation of peer support groups aimed at fostering a sense of belonging and mutual help amongst students. Some of these groups included the Peer Sexuality Support Group (School A), the Wellness Committee (School C), the Cultural Weeks Team (School C) and the Peer Support Programmes for school transitions (School D), among others. As part of these groups, the students organize extra-curricular activities, which were highly regarded by all the participants. Several students highlighted that these groups not only helped them build closer relationships with other students but also ‘keep them busy’ beyond academic work – a good example of the confluence of safety and productivity logics. As the students explained:

Student 1: Being part of the Wellness Committee is great because it keeps us busy. I feel a lot of people don’t want to be here [at school] and are causing a lot of trouble because they are just bored, and this is a great way to keep people occupied for the time here. Even if they are insistent on leaving school, they still need to make this place better for everyone, especially for the people that will be here until the very end.

Student 2: I agree 100% with what she was saying. Yeah, honestly, I think she nailed.

Student 3: Yeah, it feels that at least we are contributing and like not wasting our time.

(Students, School C)

Other initiatives from the schools included the participation of the LovesMeNot programme developed by the New Zealand Police (2021) ‘to prevent abusive behaviour in relationships’ (online). This programme is aimed at ‘empowering Year 12 students to take action for change’ (online). Perhaps not surprisingly, the programme adopts a supposedly ‘neutral’ approach to abuse in which feminist analyses of the issue are completely missing. In any case, the educators interviewed positively valued this programme. One of them recognized appreciating that this programme was delivered by an external authority, considering the sensitivity of the issue. His quote below reflects the discomfort that some teachers feel at discussing safety, controversial issues with students:

I think it’s good that the police come and do it themselves. I feel it’d be too tricky for us to talk about those issues [related to sexual abuse] with the kids. They are pretty hardcore; you know what I mean? I think teachers would feel pretty uncomfortable in that space.

(Senior Leader, School D)

The students that participated in this programme highly valued it because this content was often taboo at the schools. As expressed by the following student:

There’s such stigma around sexual health and well-being and how it’s very, almost in a way taboo or bad to talk about it … I feel like some people take sexual ed like kind of obvious, like, you already know how all goes. But there’s so much that goes into it.

(Students, School A)

Not all the students, however, participated in the LovesMeNot programme; the schools provided an ‘opt out’ option to ‘give freedom to the families and students to decide’ (Senior Leader, School D). The LovesMeNot programme was not run at the state-integrated school either. The students complained that they had not learnt anything about sexual abuse at their school. As some of them explained in focus group, they wanted to learn about this safety issue to be able to better protect themselves from danger:

Student 1: I feel because we’re a [faith-based] school. I feel like I’ve barely heard talk about sexual assault or what to do in that type of situation. Because while we are [religious], we’re told not to do that, to lower our gaze and all of that, but we’re women, and we can’t control for example, the minds of men or other women. And so when you think about it, that’s something that hasn’t been taught in our school at all, how to keep safe in that situation, what to do if someone approaches you in that way, because I feel like we have this stigma that oh, that’s bad. Don’t do that.

Student 2: Like a taboo.

Student 1: Yeah, it’s really taboo. But like, if you were put in a situation if you were getting sexually assaulted, or if you are with someone that had that agenda, you wouldn’t know what to do, how to react.

(Students, School B)

The quotes above show how certain notions of safety dissuade schools from engaging students in controversial conversations and social issues, a problematic that a number of educational scholars have previously explored (e.g. Arao & Clemens, 2013; Barrett, 2010; Estellés & Bodman, 2022; Estellés & Fischman, 2023; Flensner & Von Der Lippe, 2019). This effect of safety discourses was too very present at classroom level. Indeed, several teachers interviewed recognized not teaching about topics that could distress the students. A good example of what Warrington and Larkins (2019) call the prioritization of children’s protection rights over their participation rights in the name of safety. In a focus group with an English teacher and two social studies teachers, these teachers explained that the Covid-19 pandemic made them more conscious of the mental health issues their students were going through and that they attempted since then to select topics for their classes that were not going to be, as described by one of them, ‘too depressive’ (English Teacher, School C). In another interview with a drama teacher, she admitted how the content of the plays performed at her class have become less controversial over time:

We’ve noticed our students getting more conservative and so we’re cutting some of those scenes and some of those lines [from the plays that are more controversial]. Yeah, like ten years ago, we’d include lines that we don’t anymore, because the students aren’t even comfortable saying them.

(Drama Teacher, School D)

As I explore in the next section, the avoidance of controversial issues at schools was justified in terms of not only the psychological well-being of the students but also their cultural safety.

Cultural safety

Schools’ pressures to perform at behavioural and emotional levels were much higher than those posed by cultural safety calls. Indeed, several educators ashamedly recognized that they ‘should be putting more thought on this’ (Health and Physical Education Teacher, School C). This view was also shared by the majority of the students, who provided multiple examples of forms of cultural misrecognition in terms of cultural domination, stereotyping and neglect (Fraser, 1997). Perhaps the clearest example of the latter was voiced by an Indian-born student from School D, who frustratedly expressed: ‘I have never talked about my culture in class.’ For those teachers with a stronger social justice inclination, cultural safety was, however, an important consideration in their day-to-day teaching practice. As one of these teachers explained, ‘cultural safety is about how to provide a space that takes into account students’ cultures, that they can tell that you are aware of their cultures’ (Teacher, School A). This teacher gave the following example to explain how cultural safety might play out in the classroom:

One intentional thing that I do is being aware of, to build relationships, is being aware of tikanga or cultural practices that apply in the classroom so that Māori students feel safe in terms of how the space is being used … And when I show students that I’m aware of those, of that tikanga, whether it’s verbally or just through role modelling, non-verbally, then it helps them to feel safe and to build relationships with me and then with each other, because when I do, when there are opportunities to talk about tikanga as a class, then that helps students to build relationships with each other because everyone’s explicit, I suppose, and making tikanga explicit, it means that then students can navigate around the what’s important in terms of cultural expectations for them so that’s not a barrier to building relationships across cultural groups.

(Social Studies Teacher, School A)

Other teachers also mentioned including in their classes teaching content related to the students’ cultures, incorporating more Indigenous concepts and words in their lessons, and creating spaces where ‘students can bring their cultures’ (Science Teacher, School C) such as open-ended assignments in which students can explore concepts or ideas from their cultural perspective. Yet, these attempts were not always exempt from conflict and controversy. See, for instance, the following example explained by a social studies teacher:

Last year, our unit titles because we were trying to be more culturally responsive and respectful had a name in te reo [Indigenous language] … and I got a really nasty email back from a Pākehā [New Zealand European] parent accusing us of whitewashing … And so I went through our Dean here I went to my Head of Learning as well because I was just like: … ‘what do I respond?’ … And I had to change all the names back to English because of that, which was really frustrating. We felt like we were making a step forward in terms of truly being culturally responsive in terms of recognising that there’s an English name, and a te reo name …. But yeah, we basically got told that we should not use te reo … it just sort of feels like yeah, we’ve taken a step backwards.

(Social Studies Teacher, School C)

She was not the only social studies teacher who was told to remove particular content from her classes to satisfy ‘clients’ desires in the name of cultural safety. At School A, a teacher was encouraged to give religious students the option of not engaging in classroom conversations about same-sex marriage (see quote below). These examples show the ‘expectations of comfort’ (Flensner & Von Der Lippe, 2019) that the discourses of safety imply in real educational practices, and their convergence with other school rationales in context of competition such as ‘the client is always right’ (Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018):

The last two years, I’ve talked a unit about the legalized love campaign in New Zealand, which was for same sex marriage equality. And students, particularly Māori, but especially Pacific students from Catholic backgrounds and Pacific students from different Christian denominations have felt unsafe in that space because their religious beliefs are very much in opposition to same sex marriage in particular … So that’s been an interesting space to navigate. Because as a social science educator, I see it as really important for young people to have these conversations and to look at gay rights from a human rights perspective. And, actually, in the first year that we taught it, I consulted with one of our assistant principals who is the cultural advisor and we decided that perhaps I should offer a different topic for the students who felt unsafe. And so we did that. And I felt uncomfortable about it, because then I had, not many, but I had somewhere between three to five students who were studying a completely different topic, but they were still present in the class.

(Social Studies Teacher, School A)

At school level, the four schools that participated in the study had a staff member designated as a cultural advisor to provide guidance to teachers on how to deal with cultural conflicts such as the ones mentioned above. Cultural advisors were also involved in the coordination of cultural celebrations, such as the Māori language week, Culture Day and so on, which were organized together with the students of minority groups. These celebrations were advertised on social media, newsletters, websites and so forth and constituted one of the main school-level policies to promote ‘cultural safety’. These celebrations were also highly recommended by the Education Review Office (Education Review Office, 2023). Teachers and students from minority groups appreciated these spaces, although they complained that these initiatives were limited to one day per week per year and were a form of low-level commitment to diversity. As one of these teachers explained:

It’s kinda like a one-off event and celebration, as opposed to daily. Like even te reo wiki o Māori [Indigenous language week]. Everyone focuses really hard on using more te reo that week or challenging themselves to do something else … But then after that, we stop, we don’t keep going.

(Art Teacher, School D)

In a focus group with female students from Pacific communities, they complained about the lack of deep engagement with their cultures and the romanticized portrayals made of their cultures in the celebrations mentioned above. These portrayals seem to be what Said (1978) described as Western constructions of the other as ‘exotic’, which recur to stereotypical images:

Student 1: To be honest, I love many things about being Samoan, but I also hate many others. I don’t like how women are treated, for example … But I feel I can’t talk about any of this at school and when we have Samoan week it’s all about being proud of Samoan songs, dance … but these are not the things that I feel most connected with, really.

Student 2: Yeah, I feel they [teachers and non-Pacific students] just don’t know anything about our culture apart from that, which is very annoying.

Student 3: Yeah, and then they are like ‘oh yeah I have been to the Cook Islands with my family and people are so nice there’ and it’s like ‘you don’t know anything about the Cook Islands’.

(Students, School A)

Another example of cultural safety policy that some schools adopted was ‘having flexible uniforms to accommodate the needs of different ethnic communities’ (Education Review Office, 2023, p. 73). At that time, the so-called inclusive uniform policies were being advocated by the New Zealand Human Rights Commission and the media (see McNeilly, 2022). This policy was valued by students, but again seen as limited: ‘it is a step, yeah, sweet as, but I would prefer we don’t have to wear uniforms, I don’t know why they [principals and teachers] are so obsessed about them, it’s like crazy’ (Student, School D). The teachers who commented on this policy also saw it with good eyes, since it ‘gives the students the freedom to be themselves, to be who and what they are’ (Senior Leader, School D).

In the next chapter, I problematize these policies of cultural safety at schools using the work of feminist philosophers Nancy Fraser (1995, 1997, 2000) and Seyla Benhabib (2002).

Final reflections

Safety – whether in its physical, emotional or cultural terms – operates as an overarching principle that permeates school life not without conflict. As can be seen in the sections above, the enactment of safety policies at schools arises multiple tensions: tensions between social expectations, good intentions and institutional arrangements; tensions between values and practical, day-to-day demands; tensions between students’ safety and that of ‘schools as businesses’; tensions between the unintended curricular consequences of safety and so on. In addition, competing agendas attribute different meanings to safety. This notion morphs and adapts to be used as a means to manage the conduct, to regulate teacher-student interactions, to form productive citizens, to justify racial and classist discrimination, to heal trauma, to avoid conflict, to foster a positive atmosphere, to include ‘other’ cultures, to privatize education, among other ends. While I did not anticipate some of these ‘uses’ of safety, the ambivalent nature of this notion was somehow expected. What struck me from this research, however, was safety’s powerful ability to depoliticize and individualize social problems. Its depoliticizing/individualizing effects were latent in the teachers and students’ aspirations, desires, frustrations, everyday practices and resisting responses. Perhaps because of these powerful effects, safety proliferates in neoliberal contexts such as that of the schools above. In the next chapter, I reflect upon this hidden curriculum of safety and its political implications.
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The Hidden Curriculum of Safety

La culture, c’est ce qui reste quand on a tout oublié

[Culture is what remains when we have forgotten everything]

– Édouard Herriot

I explained at the beginning of the book that I became interested in the educational discourse of safety coming from the apparently disconnected field of citizenship education because I encountered multiple examples of how this notion was implicitly contributing to the political socialization of students more than formal education attempts such as civics classes. This chapter builds upon the previous, which focused on what goes on in the name of safety at schools, to discuss its hidden political lessons.

When I was studying to become a teacher in Spain, one of my lecturers, Benito Gutiérrez, used to cite the quote above to describe the hidden curriculum: what remains when we have forgotten everything.1 I have not been able to find a better definition for that corpus of tacit, long-lasting beliefs, norms, values and dispositions that students learn despite not being explicitly stated in educators’ expressed goals or aims (Apple, 1971, 2019; Giroux & Penna, 1979; Jackson, 1990). This covert teaching is not only embedded in the content of the formal curriculum but also – and perhaps more importantly – in its implicit content and the social relations of schools. Neo-Marxist scholars, such as Bourdieu, Apple, Giroux and Willis, have sharply examined the perversive ways in which the hidden curriculum of schools contributes to (re)produce power dynamics and inequalities in society, despite this not being part of most educators’ intentions. According to the neo-Marxist tradition, this (re)production happens through a complex process of internalization and resignification of modes of thinking and doing that ‘maintain the cultural and economic interests of a stratified society’ (Giroux & Penna, 1979, p. 26). I highlighted the word complex in italics because it is not a process of mechanistic reproduction, nor is exempt from conflict and resistance. As Apple (1980, 2012, 2019) explains, not all students (if any) simply ‘take in’ the hidden curriculum; many actively contest its logics and messages. Yet, there is a recognition that this resistance is often contradictory – in the sense that it also subtly reproduces the social distinctions that legitimize inequality – and relegates these students to positions of subordination and political defeat (see Apple, 2012; Giroux, 1983; Willis, 2006). I draw from this rich tradition of work to reflect upon the implicit teachings of safety and their (potential) contributions to the (re)production of cultural and economic inequalities.

Not all the ‘hidden curriculum’ thinkers mentioned above, however, make use of the same analytical categories to explain the complex relationship between individual agency and social structure and, therefore, the actual shape of the hidden curriculum that contributes to such cultural and economic (re)production: habitus for Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Passeron, 2000), Gramsian understandings of hegemony for Apple (Apple, 2012, 2019), ideology as false consciousness for Giroux (Giroux & Penna, 1979), praxis and contradictions for Willis (2006) and so on. In my work, I have used Foucault’s notion of governmentality, as well as the contributions of post-Foucauldian critical philosophers and sociologists, such as Han, Laval and Dardot, to explain the rise of safety discourses in neoliberal societies (see Chapter 2). In such analysis, I interpreted these discourses as an effect and tool of neoliberalism understood as both the economization of social life and ‘a technology of governing “free subjects”’ (Ong, 2007, p. 4). This combination of ‘neo’ and ‘post’, as Ball (2012, p. 3) puts it, better grasps – from my humble perspective – the mechanisms of self-governance needed in ‘free-market’ societies. What does this mean for the study of the hidden curriculum? Simply explained, this perspective implies looking at the ways in which that corpus of tacit norms, beliefs, values and dispositions taught at schools legitimizes, reinforces and (re)creates – not without resistance – forms of neoliberal self-governance and dissuades attempts to alter the socio-economic and cultural order. This is what I attempt to discuss below.

Beyond obedience: psychologization and mental optimization

In many senses, students at the schools involved in the study presented in the previous chapter were taught to comply with the norms. Safety was invoked to use a range of disciplinary mechanisms from ‘red-card’ protocols and digital surveillance systems through to restorative approaches. These mechanisms not only help identify and rectify ‘disruptive’ behaviour (often by racialized, working-class students) but also induce a sense of permanent visibility/control that constrains most students – not all and not without resistance – to ‘safe’ behaviour. The type of citizens encouraged with these mechanisms were characterized by prudency, compliance and risk aversion. This result, however, is of no surprise, not at least for those familiarized with the literature on the hidden curriculum (Apple, 1971, 2019; Jackson, 1990). Yet, safety at schools is not only about obedience and rule compliance. This is only a small part of the picture.

Perhaps more importantly, the notion of safety at schools provides an implicit framework to think about and deal with a broad array of social issues, from generalized anxiety and bullying through to sexual abuse and racism. This implicit framework involves: (a) a focus on the psychological symptoms of these social/safety issues, (b) a depoliticization of these issues and (c) the provision of therapeutical solutions. As can be seen in the previous chapter, many students and teachers questioned the means of safety used by schools (e.g. imposed pastoral care programmes) and even disagreed over the ends of safety (e.g. protection vs. participation), yet the overall ‘common sense’ (Bourdieu, 2000) of this framework remained unquestioned. This implicit framework lies at the heart of what I understand as the hidden curriculum of safety and, as I attempt to explain below, constitutes a key technique to promote self-governance.

As can be seen in the previous chapter, worries about emotional safety dominated the most recent safety policies at the schools. The ‘psy’ language of trauma, distress, anxiety, mental health and so on populated the interviews of both teachers and students and the informal messages sent by the schools (social media posts, newsletters, poster walls etc.). The emphasis on the symptoms of the psyche, however, came at the expense of the material (which no longer becomes part of the discussion) and an analysis of the causes of such symptoms. In other words, this focus on the emotional side of safety, even if inadvertently, obscured other problems and hid its social origins. Here what is not discussed is indeed the main content of the hidden curriculum: safety/psy- problems as detached from broader social problems and the psyche as what needs to be ‘fixed’. This is when the depoliticization of safety issues takes place. The socio-economic and political character of psychological suffering is removed and, therefore, left out of any potential solution. The danger of this covert teaching lies in the question this diagnose leads to, which is ‘How can we help students cope with their circumstances and better manage their mental health?’ rather than ‘What is wrong with society and how can we contribute to change it?’ Instead of, for example, questioning the social and economic conditions that are triggering such high levels of anxiety (see Han, 2015), the focus is on the suffering of the individual. The solution offered is, therefore, therapeutical: counselling, trauma-informed teaching, restorative conversations and so on. This solution, part of a broader process of ‘therapisation of education’ (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019), is aimed at repairing the psychological harm of the individual. The ultimate lesson is clear: individual problem, individual solution.

The depoliticization of safety/social issues involves a clear process of individualization – a process that needs to be learnt and taught. In this process of individualization, I argue that schools adopt a role of transitioning guardians. This role is performed under the assumption that young people, as ‘not-yet-citizens’ (Wyness, 2006) need to be protected and taught how to keep themselves safe before they are, as adults, left ‘out in the wild’. The first part of this logic (i.e. students in need of protection) explains popular strategies among schools such as regular check-ins, one-on-one conversations with students, counselling services and spaces to build meaningful and trust-based relationships (either among students or between teachers and students). The second part relates to the explicit content of the curriculum – that is, the explicit lessons to prevent and deal with sexual abuse, drug consumption, online dangers and so on. The message that these lessons teach ‘when everything is forgotten’ is obvious: you are responsible to manage your safety, no matter under which conditions. This implicit call for self-governance was well internalized. Even in the instances in which students claimed for more educational spaces to discuss safety issues (e.g. sexual abuse) and, therefore, make them public, these claims had as an aspiration – legitimate, nevertheless – to be better equipped to deal with potential threats. This double custodian role that schools play in the provision of present and future safety causes (no surprise) lots of tensions and contradictions, and put schools under a lot of pressure (see Chapter 5). Yet, this assigned role, even if performed imperfectly, is key to ensure self-governance and, importantly too, the legitimization of different access to safety.

Paradoxically, the focus on mental health was seen by some teachers and students as a form of resisting the ‘social efficiency’ ideology (Schiro, 2013) of the institution. This resistance is rooted in the idea that education should not only prepare students for the labour world but also consider their emotional well-being, sometimes under the logic that the latter is a necessary precondition of the former (see Chapter 1 for a genesis of this idea). Either case, the function of schools as human capital formation is taken for granted and the processes of depoliticization/individualization mentioned above go unnoticed. This resisting attitude, therefore, ends up – contradictorily, as Willis (2006) would describe it – reinforcing the classificatory and controlling functions of schools as institutions (Bernstein, 2003).

In other more ‘conformist’ attitudes from the participants, the implicit lesson of the hidden curriculum of safety that can be observed is that of being productive as a means to keep mentally healthy, and vice versa. This fusion of productivity and ‘psychopositivity’, in what Han (2017) would describe as the apex of ‘mental optimisation’, provides another – yet striking – example of the close links between safety discourses, processes of self-governance and neoliberalism.

As can be seen, therefore, safety discourses at schools combine Foucauldian disciplinary power with what Han (2017) calls the more friendly power of ‘psychopolitics’, which operate through a number of implicit lessons that serve to reinforce and legitimate forms of self-governance. As I explain below, however, the covert teaching of these lessons requires explicit attempts to discourage conflict at schools.

Conflict avoidance and the preservation of the social order

The implicit teachings derived from the psychologization, depoliticization and individualization of safety issues required a culture of conflict avoidance, which constitutes per se another important element of the hidden curriculum of safety. This culture implied explicit attempts to avoid controversy, the relegation of conflict to the private sphere and an implicit association between ‘pro-social’ behaviours and conflict avoidance. Examples of this culture in the schools included the avoidance of controversial issues in the classroom, the offering of ‘opt out’ options for parents and/or students who do not want to engage in particular topics, the discussion around conflicts in one-on-one conversations, attending parents’ demands to avoid confrontation overriding other pedagogical/political criteria and so on. While these examples of conflict avoidance generated anger and frustration among several students and teachers that participated in the study, that was the most common approach taken whenever conflicts escalated to senior leaders. The neoliberal context in which schools operate in New Zealand (see Chapter 4) constitutes an important explanatory factor for the spread of this approach. In schools ‘run like businesses’, considerations such as satisfying clients’ desires or maintaining the schools’ reputation are not trivial since they guarantee the retaining/attraction of the ‘best’ students. These considerations provide a strong rationale to avoid conflict, and safety was often used as the guardian of such ‘peaceful’ order imposed via disciplinary means. The reasoning was simple: conflict is avoided to keep students safe. This approach not only constitutes a misopportunity for democratic education (see the abundant literature on the pedagogical and political value of engaging students in controversial issues – e.g. Hess & McAvoy, 2015; Ho et al., 2017; Zembylas & Kambani, 2012). Yet, it also provided an important lesson on the value and treatment of conflict in the social world – that is, that conflict between groups of people is inherently negative and should be avoided at all costs within the established framework of institutions. In 1971, Michael Apple analysed the dangers of these portrayals of conflict in the school curriculum and their relationship with the preservation of the social order:

the treatment of conflict in the school curriculum can lead to political quiescence and the acceptance by students of a perspective on social and intellectual conflict that acts to maintain the existing distribution of power and rationality in a society.

(Apple, 1971, p. 27)

What is new about conflict avoidance at schools in the name of safety is the relationship established, once again, with the psyche: conflict is eluded to avoid discomfort, distress, anxiety or any other negative emotion in the students. While arguably discomfort, anger, indignation and so on are actually needed in the teaching of social justice (Zembylas, 2015), the hidden lessons are that negative emotions are to be avoided and ‘happy’ cooperation is better than ‘angry’ confrontation. This regime of what Barbara Ehrenreich (2010) calls ‘smile or die’ infused in educators the pressure of maintaining an atmosphere of positivity incompatible with the exercise of critique. As such, this regime not only portrays conflict as the inherently antithetical to the ‘happy’ functioning of society but also posits a sense of what the legitimate means are to pursue social change and what their boundaries are. This form of political socialization is, of course, very different from teaching students how ‘to deal with the complex and often repressive political realities and dynamics of power of their society in a manner less apt to preserve current institutional modes of interaction’ (Apple, 1971, p. 28).

Interestingly, too, the culture of conflict avoidance was often combined with the ideology of choice. When parents and students were given the choice to ‘opt out’ of particular lessons (in practice, most of the times related to social justice issues), anti-authoritarian motives were mobilized (i.e. parents and students should have the choice to decide whatever they want to learn) to justify the application of safety measures. Here the covert teaching is: ‘everyone should have the freedom to live as they desire.’ This embracement by safety discourses of the ideology of choice can be interpreted as another form of complicity between safety and neoliberalism – that is, safety as the guardian of individual freedom. As I explain in the next section, this connection between safety and freedom was at the heart of most school policies related to cultural safety, which were also part of a broader war against ‘negativity’.

Cultural safety: between silence and reified recognition detached from redistribution

Perhaps not surprisingly, the hidden curriculum of ‘cultural safety’ was also rich in ‘citizenship lessons’. As can be seen in Chapter 5, the topic did not arouse the same individual enthusiasm and institutional support as emotional safety. Yet, this was an openly recognized ‘unresolved matter’, and one of those that could not be easily ‘swept under the rug’. After all, calls for cultural recognition in the curriculum nowadays, particularly by Māori (see, for example, Bishop & Berryman, 2006; Bishop & Glynn, 2003), are far too strong to be fully ignored.

At school level and from rather conservative perspectives, the ideology of choice provided an avenue to both (a) avoid the conflict and instability that ‘cultural hybridity’ (Benhabib, 2002) generates and (b) justify a lack of engagement with the ‘other’. In relation to the former, cultural safety was the tool employed to avoid the discussion of controversial issues among/within different cultures, such as sexual abuse or gay rights. These responses followed the conflict avoidance culture described in the previous section with all its set of tacit lessons about social order maintenance and preserving of freedom. Here, however, cultural, psychological and political arguments merged to avoid the ‘clash of cultures’. Cultural conflict – and its consequent set of negative emotions – is seen as something to be avoided for the sake of cultural pluralism, the psychological integrity/comfort of the individual and their right to freedom. Initiatives such as inclusive uniform policies could also be included within this category of conflict avoidance and ‘psy-’protection through choice. In this case, choice (within the limits of the institution/uniform) is given to avoid the conflict of minority groups feeling repressed and to allow them to freely express their plural identities.

In relation to the second avenue offered by the ideology of choice (i.e., lack of engagement with the ‘other’), cultural safety was invoked to avoid any attempt of self-criticism and reflection, and silence or lack of engagement was a common response to supposedly preserve the integrity of the ‘other’. This silence, however, was interpreted very differently by students of minority ethnic groups, who expressed their frustration at not having a place in the curriculum and, therefore, denounced being denied of any recognition. This clear form of curricular injustice was indeed contested by many teachers and students who, from more progressive perspectives, were involved in curricular attempts to visibilize minority cultures.

More proactive attempts of cultural safety could be broadly grouped into two main categories: at school level, cultural celebrations and, at classroom level, explicit curricular content aimed at preserving minority cultures. Cultural celebrations on particular days/weeks (Māori language week, Culture Day etc.) were the school-level initiative par excellence to create safe spaces for students from minority ethnic groups. These celebrations were highly encouraged by the Education Review Office (2023) to ‘embrace diversity’. While escaping the ideology of choice (although without altering it), these initiatives were openly perceived by both (progressive) teachers and students as a low-level commitment strategy towards cultural recognition. Despite this contestation, both teachers and students considered these celebrations as a positive first step, although they lamented that these initiatives did not trigger any further engagement. That further engagement was represented by the second type of initiatives, which implied the development of a ‘culturally responsive’ curriculum in the classroom. These initiatives consisted of practices such as including words/concepts of other languages/cultures in the teaching practice, showing students awareness of their cultures, and providing opportunities for students to bring their cultural knowledge to the classroom so that this knowledge can be validated. I would like to problematize these more progressive attempts of cultural safety, using Nancy Fraser’s (2000) reflections on the politics of recognition. As I explain below, these attempts fall into what Fraser (2000) calls the problem of displacement and the problem of reification.

The problem of displacement refers to the treatment of misrecognition as a ‘free-standing cultural harm’ (Fraser, 2000, p. 110) detached from issues of wealth distribution (or at least the consideration of the economic maldistribution as a secondary effect of misrecognition). The initiatives mentioned above, while aimed at ameliorating the silence and rectifying the dominant negative images of minority cultures, overlook the impact of economic redistribution in the creation of these unjust hierarchies. Indeed, issues of economic redistribution were completely missing in the interviews and focus groups with both teachers and students.

The problem of reification (Fraser, 2000) derives from the tendency of current models of recognition to stress the need to display an authentic and self-affirming identity. This tendency, Fraser (2000) explains, promotes an essentialized identity that discourages cultural dissidence and criticism within the group of reference and encourages separatism rather than social interaction across differences. The problem of reification can be observed in the cultural safety initiatives mentioned above from the avoidance of controversial issues through to the cultural celebrations and explicit attempts to develop a culturally responsive curriculum. The avoidance of controversial issues within/across cultures involves explicit efforts to dissuade cultural criticism, including attempts to examine intragroup divisions, such as those of gender, class and sexuality. In the case of cultural celebrations, the problem is not only that they are one-off, sporadic events that rarely go beyond surface understandings of ‘food, music or festivals’ or what Torres (2012) calls a ‘tourist curriculum’. What is also problematic about these attempts of cultural safety is that they are primarily about celebrating or self-affirming ‘other’ cultures. A goal that is also explicit in classroom-level efforts towards developing culturally responsive curricula. In all these cases, the aim of cultural safety is cultural identity preservation, which intrinsically assumes an essentialized understanding of both culture and identity. This reification of cultural identity was indeed an issue highlighted by some of the students from minority groups, who complained about the stereotyping and reductionist views of their countries as ‘exotic places’ (Said, 1978) that cultural celebrations portrayed.

While there are theoretical and political ways to mitigate the problems of displacement and reification (see Benhabib, 2002; Fraser, 2000), the discourse of cultural safety, however, inevitably leads to what Benhabib (2002, p. 4) calls a ‘reductionist sociology of culture’. The solution that it embraces to the ‘problem’ of multiculturalism is either to provide choice to keep cultural groups separate (i.e., conservative perspective) or to actively attempt to preserve minority cultures to rectify patterns of domination (i.e., progressive perspective). As Benhabib (2002) argues, both these options assume that cultures are ‘clearly delineable wholes’ and ‘congruent with population groups’ (Benhabib, 2002, p. 4). And, as Fraser (2000) would add, both these options displace cultural struggles from economic injustice. These are relevant, yet implicit lessons of the hidden curriculum of cultural safety.

Final reflections

The hidden curriculum that the apparently benign notion of safety at schools leads to contributes to the political socialization of students in subtle, yet meaningful ways. This notion not only helps enforce obedience and rule compliance at schools in the form of Foucauldian disciplinary power but also contributes to the depoliticization/psychologization of social issues and, often too, reinforce the ideologies of mental optimization and choice. These ‘outputs’ of safety discourses consolidate the role of schools as sites of social control and production of (neoliberal) workers. In rather paradoxical ways, however, safety discourses – in its both emotional and cultural terms – often provide an avenue for discontent teachers and students to channel their aspirations of social justice. These aspirations, while full of good intentions, end up reinforcing the established social order. In the case of emotional safety, the social order is reinforced by contributing to the ‘individualisation of social risk’ (Bauman, 2001). In the case of cultural safety, by reducing legitimate calls for cultural recognition to a form of identity politics, which is detached from economic justice (Fraser, 2000) and is unable to articulate political projects at schools that go beyond cultural reification. This finding is perhaps of no surprise when, as seen in previous chapters, private actors were highly involved (and benefited from) the discourses of safety at schools. This co-optation of social justice claims in what Fraser (2017, 2019) calls ‘progressive neoliberalism’ also has its own covert teaching: ‘The market always has solutions, even for social justice problems.’ This is too part of what remains when everything is forgotten.




Final Reflections. Away from Safety and a Way Forward

In this book, I have problematized the recent proliferation of safety discourses in education and what I term the ‘safetyfication of education’ by examining its genealogy and the current forms it adopts in educational scholarship, policy and practice. Based on these analyses, I argue in this chapter that the notion of safety has little to offer to any critical education project and I propose, instead, ‘a way forward’ that builds upon the contradictions revealed by the discourses of safety. This chapter is, therefore, a tentative attempt to go beyond ‘merely’ understanding the world to envision possible ways of changing it.

The trap of safety: neoliberalism, psychopolitics and the end of critical education

Over the last decade, safety in education has been increasingly invoked in the name of inclusion and social justice (e.g. Carter Andrews et al., 2018). Safety in education, however, seems to move in the exact opposite direction. This discourse has spurious historical origins, dangerous logics and problematic implications that should be carefully considered by critical educators and scholars; at least by those who understand that education should raise ‘critical consciousness’ (Freire, 2021a) about the social, economic and cultural structures that generate inequality and provide a platform for the practice of democracy, an ideal that requires continuous struggle (Apple & Beane, 2007; Dewey, 1916a; Giroux, 1988).

As I explained in Chapter 1, safety discourses – beyond incident prevention concerns – were brought to the front in the 1970s by conservative forces to replace discipline and social order at schools at a time of numerous ‘social threats’. With the neoliberal consolidation period of the 1990s, safety discourses adopted a more nurturing stance, which was spread by the multiple ‘psy’ disciplines that proliferated to foster well-adapted individuals. The recent rise of ‘progressive neoliberalism’ (Fraser, 2017, 2019) has added a new meaning to safety associated with inclusive and equity ideals, arguably an expression of what Ecclestone and Hayes (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2019) term the ‘therapisation of education’. In these two latest redefinitions, safety has been understood as the precondition for psycho-emotional intervention, which is displayed for the individual to flourish and, in the case of the latter, to heal from the wound of injustice. As I explored in Chapter 2, with this move, the discourse of safety in the 1990s began to cast off the shackles of disciplinary power to become the ‘more friendly’ form of ‘psychopolitics’ (Han, 2017). This historical nexus between safety discourses in education and the development of neoliberalism makes this notion a feeble instrument to challenge the institutional arrangements that generate injustice, even if the signifier is resignified to incorporate egalitarian aspirations. As Audre Lorde (2012) more elegantly expressed it, ‘the master’s tool will never dismantle the master’s house’.

As I argued in Chapter 3, the safety discourses currently disseminated by institutions of knowledge production and distribution, such as UNESCO and academia, do not offer fruitful avenues for critical education either. These discourses are based on several assumptions, such as ‘feelings of safety as an educational right’, ‘the educational space as a vacuum’, ‘children as vulnerable objects of protection’ and ‘educators as safety providers’, which are highly problematic. Among other things, these assumptions sacralize ‘positive’ emotions, depoliticize educational spaces (as if they could be isolated from broader power dynamics), portray children as ‘not-yet’ citizens in need of psychological intervention and hold educators accountable for safety provision, ignoring broader institutional structures involved in the production of safety problems.

When safety discourses permeate specific, contemporary education policies and practices, the scenario is not much more optimistic, if any. Chapter 4 showed how recent New Zealand education policies for the sake of safe learning environments were designed under ‘Third way’ agendas that aimed to combine aspirations of social inclusion with neoliberal economic arrangements. The ethnographic study with four New Zealand secondary schools presented in Chapter 5 revealed how these institutions often respond to the pressures of safety with ‘well-being washing’ practices, ‘positive’ behavioural management strategies, a culture of conflict avoidance (particularly in relation to the teaching of controversial issues and the ‘clash’ of cultures) and the externalization/privatization of safety services and programmes. As I argued in Chapter 6, the hidden curriculum left by safety discourses at schools contributes to socialize students into the individualization of social risk, the systematic avoidance of negative emotions and conflict, and the reification of non-hegemonic cultures. Some clear citizenship lessons, yet far from critical.

Based on the above, I doubt that the notion of safety in education can provide any transformatory potential. This is not, of course, an advocacy for a total lack of safety in educational spaces. As Zembylas (2015) reminds us, critical pedagogies require a certain degree of discomfort, which cannot be understood as the complete absence of safety. My point here is that safety, in its origins, meanings and practical uses (and misuses), provides such a breeding ground for the exercise of power that its invocations should always be observed with high doses of scepticism. This conclusion, however, does not provide any route for the political project of critical and democratic education other than moving away from safety. Resonating with Marx’s eleventh thesis on Feuerbach ‘The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it’, I feel compelled to note the possibilities I envision to move forward. This is the endeavour I pursue in the next section.

Contradictions and a way forward

Suggesting that critical educators should perhaps move away from safety does not mean that this pervasive discourse does not provide important lessons to learn from, even opportunities for change. In the interviews I had with both students and educators, it became clear that safety granted them with a way of expressing their discontent and a route to walk towards within the institution. They were aware that schooling was not serving the ends of individual flourishing and social equality that they would have hoped for and saw the creation of ‘safe spaces’ in education as a response, way of resistance, to this form of injustice. While the discourse of safety, as seen above, has ended up being more an arm of neoliberalism than a Gramscian counter-hegemonic project, its widespread presence signals a new educational imaginary whose claims and concerns need to be carefully considered. Not so much to incorporate them as such to a progressive imaginary of critical education, but to acknowledge them and speak to them. In particular, I am referring here to the claims and concerns that constitute the core of the manifesto of safety in education: that is, the wish for the individual to thrive, the concerns about the suppression or lack of recognition of emotions, and the importance given to the ascribing of the self to a collective identity that is affirmed. These claims are – to say the least – legitimate. I understand that no critical education project can be named as such if individuality, attention to emotion and need of belonging are denied. Yet, there needs to be a clearer counter-discourse that, while acknowledging the relevance of these claims, exposes their limitations. That is, a counter-discourse that exposes that yes, the thriving of the individual is important, but the purpose of education cannot be reduced to the sum of thriving individuals; yes, reason and emotion have never been independent entities and both individual and collective suffering needs to be taken into account, but emotions – and even less ‘positive’ emotions – cannot be our only North Star; and yes, a sense of belonging is essential, but its consecration overlooks possible ways of mitigating the risk of reifying identity (see Benhabib, 2002; Fraser, 2000).

The safetyfication of education is simply reducing the imagination about what is possible in education. It tells teachers and students that education is an enterprise whose aims are to create safe bubbles (rather than strengthening the links with democracy), provide spaces for the free expression of emotions (rather than subjecting them to criticism), preserve the psychological integrity of the individual (rather than accepting the challenges associated with the painfulness derived from the questioning of the self) and celebrate cultural identities (rather than denouncing the hierarchies of existing cultural arrangements and engaging in democratic dialogues that will likely result in cultural hybridization – see Benhabib, 2002). These aims are as political as the critical and democratic alternatives they overshadow. (Re)claiming these alternatives is indeed the only way forward I can think of.

This way is otherwise full of risks, yet of different nature than the ones involved in the safetyfication of education. In the Beautiful Risk of Education, for example, Biesta (2016) argues that democratic education always involves the ‘risk’ of students becoming citizens-subjects of action, which implies the possibility of our acts of power as educators remaining ‘unresolved’. Freire (2021b) talks about the risks of manipulation, authoritarianism and permissiveness that surround critical, democratic education. In relation to the question of emotions in education, scholars such as Boler and Zembylas (Boler, 1999; Boler & Zembylas, 2003; Zembylas, 2015) reflect upon the risks of violence involved in pedagogies that evoke certain degree of discomfort and pain in students when questioning their identities and world views. On the question of culture, Seyla Benhabib (2002) argues how the claims for cultural recognition can only be realized through ‘risky dialogues’ between cultures that can ‘lead to estrangement and contestation as well as comprehension and mutual learning’ (p. xvi). And the list of dangers continues endlessly. As Freire (Freire, 2021b) said in his Pedagogy of Hope, ‘one of the finest things about [educational] practice is precisely that it is impossible to live it without running risks’ (p. 81). The question is which risks are worth taking for what purposes.



Notes

Introduction

1 Research grant number 202200161.
Chapter 1

1 Despite national reports showing that desegregation was seldomly increasing violence at schools (Orfield, 1978), this was often perceived as such by the Right (Fuentes, 2018).
2 I would like to thank Māori linguistic scholar Dr Peter Keegan for his valuable insights on this.
Chapter 2

1 For a more elaborated critique of the limitations of Foucault’s oeuvre to explain the operation of power in neoliberal regimes, I encourage the readers to refer to the original sources (Dardot & Laval, 2013; Han, 2017). In Spanish, this critique is also well articulated by Cuesta (2013).
Chapter 4

1 The resonance with the rationale behind the Picot Report that led to the Tomorrow’s Schools reform was clear. As stated in the report by the Taskforce: ‘we trust that this report can play some part in ensuring that learners receive the best possible education available from every dollar spent’ (Taskforce to Review Education Administration, 1988, p. vii).
2 This was not the first time that the Police and the Ministry collaborated to tackle bullying problems at schools. The engagement of the New Zealand Police in anti-bullying education initiatives dates back to 1992 with the release of the Kia kaha kit.
3 Indeed, the Minister of Education of that time, PM David Lange, assured that costs to the education system were not going to be cut and that education was going to remain in the public sector (see Thrupp et al., 2020).
Chapter 5

1 Although, as scholar Sullivan (2009) has clearly shown, efforts to prevent incidents in, for example, outdoor education have often implied a drastic limitation of the pedagogical opportunities offered to students.
2 Well-being has too been a leitmotiv for New Zealand teachers’ organizations such as the government-funded Teaching Council of Aotearoa, which emphasizes the link between psychological well-being and productivity. As they state on the website, ‘wellbeing is linked to job satisfaction, positive emotions, professional growth and successful outcomes for learners’ (Teaching Council of Aotearoa, 2024, online).
Chapter 6

1 An analogy that perhaps he borrowed from Chervel’s (1992) work on the school culture and the history of school subjects.
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