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Abstract 
 

The elite private school in Australia usually finds itself located in contemporary media 

tropes as either a gold standard in schooling, or more pejoratively, as a beacon of 

inequality. In relation to the latter trope, sociologists’ sojourns into these privileged 

spaces have typically focused on the student experience, school leaders and structural 

advantages that reproduce and amplify social inequality. While this call to ‘study up’ 

has generated a considerable body of work in this regard, my doctoral research instead 

brings visibility to the minutiae of teachers’ understandings, their practices and their 

experiences, because teachers will be essential actors in any transformative agenda if 

the political appetite for change ever arises.  

 

This doctoral thesis utilised data gathered from a two-year qualitative study of teachers 

in three Australian elite private schools, including interviews, observations and 

document analysis. Foucauldian analytics, in particular, Foucault’s concepts of the 

nexus of power and knowledge, the reciprocity or capillarity of power relations, the 

technologies of self that are the animus of agency, his concept of a heterogeneous social 

assemblage or dispositif and his heterotopological understandings of social space, are 

the critical infrastructure of analysis.  

 

This study makes five key findings regarding teachers’ work-lives in elite private 

schools. Firstly, that the teachers are actively participating in a myriad of discourses that 

legitimate elite private schooling per se. Yet teachers’ agency in this regard is not 

without the contradictions and nuances that are typically omitted by the everyday 

politics of privilege played out in media representations. In this vein, the second key 

finding highlights how teachers’ agency is also constrained by the highly asymmetric 

relations of power in which teachers are enmeshed, eroding both their authority and 

their autonomy. Thirdly, the identity practices and discourses of elite students within 

elite private schools, which are supported by teachers and that appear diverse and 

cosmopolitan, are instead seen to promote and reproduce archetypical ideals. These are 

modes of hypermasculinity and boundedness that marginalise female subjects and 

empathetic modes of relating. Fourthly, sexual harassment of female teachers by boys in 

elite private schools that is emergent in the data is in-part enabled by elite private 

schooling practices, discourses and material investments that increase the reach of 

digital communication technologies. The fifth and final key finding is that teachers also 
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actively participate in disavowals and erasures of these transgressive behaviours, which 

compound the effects of sexual harassment that are experienced by young female 

teachers and arguably lead to an under-reporting of these incidents. 

 

This study sheds light on teachers’ capacity for agency within elite private schools and 

posits that even if it is to ignore, mitigate or simply navigate the moral and ethical 

questions that elite private schooling generates, that these actions already suggest some 

standing capacity for personal agency. However, in the light of these key findings, the 

potential for teacher agency to inaugurate a transformation of practices in elite private 

schools is muted, at best. Teachers’ agency is found to generally support institutional 

goals rather than challenge them, even though these overall effects are not without 

underlying contradictions and tensions that the teachers navigate and at times do resist. 

Thus the specificities of teacher experiences in elite private schools evidenced in this 

study shed light on the practices and discourses that both constrain and enable their 

agency. The findings in the study suggest that teachers’ work in the main, but also in the 

margins of their schools’ discourses and practices, offers essential insights for a truly 

transformative praxis in spaces more easily reduced to antagonisms than nuance. 
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Chapter One - Introduction 
 

This chapter establishes the context, aim and rationale for this doctoral study. I discuss 

the focus of the study, the research questions and briefly speak to the research design 

and research gap discussed in later chapters in more detail. In short, this chapter outlines 

what this research is about and why it matters. I conclude the chapter by briefly 

sketching out the structure of the thesis. 

 

Background 

I am entangled in this narrative. I am both the interrogator and the interrogated, not the 

least because I am a teacher who has worked in elite private schools myself. It is 

perhaps not such an incongruous starting point for this research since the elite private 

school is, in many ways, highly a contradictory space. I eventually left the elite private 

school world, tired of its demands and weary of its discomfitures. Yet in this study I 

have chosen to explore these spaces again, not to pursue a redress as some might expect, 

but to make sense of my experiences in a more nuanced and even analytical way. For it 

stands to reason that the elite private school teacher, even a lapsed one as I am myself, 

must come to terms with their relationship with power and privilege.  

 

I am not alone in my interest in elite private schools. These privileged and exclusive 

schools have long been the subject of romanticism of former schoolboys, such as the 

depictions of English Public School life in Tom Brown's schooldays (Hughes, 2006). 

Academics too, seeking to explicate the inner workings of elite private schooling and 

the social reproduction of elite actors and groups, have hoped that this interrogation 

would provide ammunition necessary to influence educational policy, public discourse 

or to test existing policy and political claims (see; for example, Banks, 1955; Bowles & 

Gintis, 1976; Mills, 1956; Roper, 1971). Yet, considering Roper’s (1971) ambition of a 

more equitable distribution of educational resources to assist the poorer suburban and 

inner-city school children in Australia some forty odd years ago, it would seem that 

educational inequality, in the face of all optimism, has continued apace in Australia 

(Ford, 2013; Kenway, 2013; Perry & Lubienski, 2014; Teese, 2013). 

 

It is not surprising then, that in the 21st century the call to study elite schooling has 

continued, tasking scholars with exploring elite schooling and its role in relation to 
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those excluded from such education (McCarthy & Kenway, 2014). Some scholars have 

argued that rather than focusing on the poor and the disadvantaged exclusively since 

“we currently know more about the poor than the groups who most benefit from global 

process of capital accumulation” (Beaverstock, Hubbard, & Short, 2004, p. 406), that 

there is an equal need ‘study up’ (Caletrío, 2012; Connell, Kessler, Dowsett, & 

Ashenden, 1982; Delamont, 1989; Nader, 1972). As Howard (2014) points out, “the 

absence of [a] critical gaze on class privilege helps to normalize [sic] the mechanisms 

that reinforce privilege further” (p. 9). 

 

In academic discourse, it has become the “conventional, and usually undisputed, 

wisdom … [that elite private schools] serve dominant social groupings within the nation 

state and, to some extent ... provide an avenue of social mobility for ‘deserving’ 

members of subaltern populations” (Kenway & Fahey, 2014b, p. 177). Elite private 

schools, by this very definition, preclude democratic spheres of social interaction, which 

was precisely John Dewey’s case for broadened ‘progressive’ view of education that 

saw democracy as a “mode of associated living” (Dewey, 2001, p. 91), where 

democratic principles needed to be promoted in all aspects of life, including the school.  

Peshkin (2001) asked questions about the moral consequences of elite private schooling, 

which separated the elite from the general public. As the author puts it, if “the outcome 

of a privileged education is advantage, a relativistic term that indicates that [elite school 

alumni] have enhanced life opportunities compared to most students … is it right that 

they do [so]?” (p. 2, original emphasis). In this reckoning, elite private schools are 

always-already complicit in the reproduction of ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ precisely 

because one’s gains “can result in serious losses for others” (Kenway, 2013, p. 295).   

 

These moral questions regarding elite private schooling in the Australian context, has 

led Connell (2012) to argue, “an education based on privilege is a corrupted education, 

because it fails to recognise its complicity in the making and remaking of educational 

disadvantage” (p. 683). This political orientation in the scholarship has implications for 

the researcher in navigating the ethical relations between themselves and their research 

subjects; for example, over issues such as voice, the impact of the political orientation 

of the researcher and the complicities of research practice in the reproduction of power 

and privilege to name just a few (Barton, 2010). Naming conventions alone bring into 

view this ethico-political relation; for example, the use of the term elite, implies a class 
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politic to which these schools are understandably sensitive (see Who are the Elites? sub-

section in the Accounting for Entanglements section of Chapter Three). 

 

For the purpose of this study, an elite private school is not intended as a slur of elitism, 

nor is it taken simplistically to indicate that these schools are the ‘best of the best’ 

(Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009a), but rather as a naming convention to orient the work 

within the broader literature on these unique institutions. The elite private schools 

participating in this study can be best described as schools that are geographically, 

historically, scholastically and demographically elite (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009b). 

This typology describes old and wealthy private schools located on pristine grounds that 

are modelled on the historic English Public Schools. Typically, they proclaim to be 

‘independent’ schools that offer a substantial programme of academic, extra-curricular 

and social opportunities, for which they charge high fees that only a few can afford. 

While this heuristic is a pragmatic concession to the discipline of the elite sociological 

oeuvre, it is not without implications for the researcher-subject relation considering the 

sensitivity of school staff to being positioned in pejorative terms. 

 

In the public domain, mainstream media typically construct the elite private school 

within binaries of good and evil, at times being offered up as the ‘gold standard’ 

(Kenway, 2013; Saltmarsh, 2007, 2016) in schooling; at other times elite schooling is 

produced as the nemesis of those pressing for a more egalitarian construction of the 

schooling order. Yet, one of the paradoxes of elite private schooling is that within its 

cloister at least, morality, ethics, and even social justice, are not anathema, but vital to 

its promotional message. In this sense, the advocates of elite private schools 

paradoxically endorse the values that they at the same time stand accused of evading. 

This politics of privilege, played out in everyday imaginings and media tropes, occlude 

the nuances, disjunctions, tensions and plurality in elite private schooling practice. Thus, 

the academic lens, in attempting to pierce the ‘smokescreen’ (Koh, 2014) of elite school 

self-legitimating discourses and the intractable nature of inequality of educational 

opportunity, have sought to revision reductionist views of the elite private school as 

mechanistic transmitters of class and privilege in a “seamless web of interdependencies” 

(Weis, Cipollone & Jenkins, 2014, p. 3). However, many of the early studies on elite 

private schools could be accused of their failure to “make room for antagonistic forces 

that are not neutralized within a conception of the total” (Säfström, 2011, p. 204).  
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It may just be the case that the analytics of reproduction and stratification have had 

more success in explaining why the status quo persists, rather than outlining 

opportunities for interruption (Giroux, 1983). As Hooks (2009) suggests, “counter-

hegemonic cultural practice ... [tasks one] to identify spaces where we begin the process 

of re-vision” (p. 80). It is in these spatialities of privilege, and through these spatialities, 

that the elite private school is reproduced not by itself, but by real actors, teachers in 

particular, who articulate in the middle of power and privilege. Here lies a key 

contribution that this study aims to make. As the literature review will show there has 

been little in the way of in-depth studies of teachers in elite private schools. In the 

Australian context in particular, where this research is situated, teachers have been both 

under-represented and represented in only a marginal sense since Connell et al.’s (1982) 

and Kenway’s (1988) work some 30 years ago.  

 

While it stands to reason that sociologists would agree with the view that the social 

reproductions of privilege revealed in early work on elite schooling is much more 

contested and contradictory than had been imagined, the relative lack of visibility of 

teachers’ work-worlds in elite private schools leaves a gap in our understandings. These 

“essential nonessentials” (Cookson Jr & Persell, 1985, p. 92), are almost subsumed in 

the broader picture of elite social privilege and educational inequality. However, this 

doctoral work is not one of simply adding portraits of pedagogical practice, but in re-

visioning the teacher to include the gritty accounts of the everyday disjunctions and 

contradictions that teachers face and that they actively accommodate, mediate or resist. 

This research gap is where the on-the-ground mechanisms of privilege become visible 

in all its specificities of enactment, where the agency of teachers matters. It is this 

agency of teachers in elite private schools that this study aims to understand.  For 

without teachers’ partnership and support, any project for educational reform is likely to 

proceed without hope. 
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Aims and Research Questions 

The primary focus of this research is on the agency of teachers in elite private schools in 

the Australian context. Their perspective from in-the-middle of the myriad of socio-

cultural productions of students, parents, school administrators, provides not only a 

unique vantage point within a privileged space, but is also envisioned as a potential 

within elite private schools for partnerships for reform. This path of thinking orientates 

my thinking towards the central question of the research: 

 

What is the transformative potential of teachers’ agency in 

Australian elite private schools? 

 

In straightforward terms, this study explores “teachers’ capacity to make choices, take 

principled action, and enact change” (Anderson, 2010, p. 541). I seek to explicate the 

trajectories of agency of these ‘in-between’ actors in spaces of privilege that are always-

already embroiled in accusations that these institutions ignore “their social 

responsibilities to less fortunate students … [allowing them to] operate as educational 

ghettos [for the privileged]” (Kenway, 2013, p. 306). Yet, in the age of neoliberalism 

and the market disciplines that see a creeping commodification of schooling (Saltmarsh, 

2016), it stands to reason that the elite private school is quite uniquely vulnerable to 

‘market values’ (Saltmarsh, 2007). This is evident in; for example, the high fees parents 

pay as well as how the prestige of the school is yoked to their public reputation 

(Saltmarsh, 2016). As Gaztambide-Fernández (2009a) quite rightly argues, “elite 

schools remain carefully guarded communities that are highly protective of their public 

image” (p. 1116). This protective guard raises questions about teachers’ capacity within 

elite private schools to enact their own agency in stewardship of schooling practices 

where one might expect their will to be constrained. Thus, I am not promoting teachers’ 

stories of practice “without analysis of structures and systems … [which would] 

uncouple the teacher from the wider picture [of institutional life]” (Goodson, 2010, p. 

13). 

 

The sociological imaginary visions the institution of the elite private school as a space 

within a space, a territory within a national self-imagining that “screens from view the 

ways that advantage can be built on disadvantage” (Kenway, 2013, p. 306). Considering 

this, I do not want to become ensnared in a one-eyed political critique of elite private 
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schooling from the outset, in spite of, or perhaps because of the ever-present politics of 

privilege so often played out in the mainstream press. Even the political commitments 

to a concept of a “socially just education system” (Connell, 2012, p. 681), seen in the 

scholarship, does not necessarily animate my doctoral project. I am not suggesting that 

social justice does not matter, rather that without a reflexive awareness of one’s political 

commitments and the commitments of one’s discipline, that these a priori assumptions 

could potentially set limits for what could be learned by affecting one’s ability to think 

differently. Instead, I want to start where the teachers are, that is, how they themselves 

conceive their work-worlds, to explore what they consider to be the their challenges and 

moral imperatives. However, I also want to know how they speak back to the power of 

their institutions, as well as the broader charges well rehearsed in the media and 

scholarly imaginaries, if they do so at all.  

 

It was envisioned at the outset that the outcomes of the research process would lead to 

an engagement with teachers and the wider community in conversations beyond the 

classroom. In this sense, agency is crucially understood as a practice and a social 

practice at that. As Foucault argues, “Liberty is a practice” (Rabinow, 1984, p. 245, 

emphasis in original). Thus the aim of the study is to explore the “discursive formation” 

(Foucault, 1971, p. 26), or what I prefer to call discursivities, in which teachers in elite 

schools participate. The text, talk, rituals and practices of teachers, outline “repertories 

of schemas of action … [that] teach the tactics possible within a given (social) system” 

(de Certeau, 1984, p. 23, emphasis in original). These schemas of action are potentially 

expressions of resistance, creativity, agency and accommodation, through which I hope 

to shed light on the capacity of teachers’ agency to transform their situation from within.  

Hence the supporting questions are: 

 

 How do elite private school discourses and practices initiate teachers 

into their professional roles and responsibilities? 

 How do elite private school teachers mediate, augment or speak back 

to these discourses and practices? 

 

These supporting questions orientate to the lived experiences of teachers within the elite 

private school and the myriad of cultural productions and mediations in which they 

engage on a day-to-day basis. I want to know the ‘strategic discourses’ (Propp & 

Liberman, 1984) of teachers, which elude, mediate or resign them to their normative 
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constraints. This type of interrogation parallels those of researchers who have at length 

envisioned the cultural productions of students and parents who mediate institutional 

and wider national and international imperatives (Khan, 2011; Weis et al., 2014). This 

approach moves teachers in academic representations beyond a reductionism, where 

they could be mistaken for seamless facilitators in a socially and culturally reproductive 

apparatus. It allows in the potential of teachers’ own agency in mediating and making 

their own world.  

 

To restate, the overarching research question for this study is: What is the 

transformative potential of teachers’ agency in in Australian elite private schools? The 

supporting questions are: 

 How do elite private school discourses and practices initiate teachers 

into their professional roles and responsibilities? 

 How do elite private school teachers mediate, augment or speak back 

to these discourses and practices? 

 

To ask these questions is to ask questions about human agency and identity. These 

questions seek to reveal not only who we are in the face of power, but who could we be. 

It is in this space of possibility, where agency drives the actor towards their ideal social 

identity, from the ‘Me’ towards the ‘We’ (Archer, 2000), in which I seek to answer the 

question of who we are, but also to seek the answer for myself too, to the question of 

“what can I do?” (Pignatelli, 1993, p. 411, emphasis added).  

 

Nature of the Study 

This doctoral research is a study of teachers in three elite private schools, in two capital 

cities in Australia. It is a multi-site case study forming a critical ‘bricolage’ (Kincheloe, 

2001; Kincheloe, McLaren & Steinberg, 2011) that blends theorisation with 

textual/thematic analysis and social research methodologies, such as interviews and 

observations of practice. Thus, the study not only features the use of traditional 

qualitative methods, such as participant interviews, observations of classroom activities 

and school events, field artefacts, observer field notes and third-party works, but relies 

primarily on Foucauldian discourse analysis (see A Foucauldian Toolkit section in the 

Chapter Three - Research Framework). These analytics include Foucault’s conceptions 

of power/knowledge actualised in and through space. However, my use of Foucault’s 
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(1980) ideas on the “politics of space” (p. 150), his understandings how space actualises 

power relations and discourse, is also informed by derivative and third party 

conceptualisations (Hook, 2007; Lefebvre, 1991; Soja, 2011). In addition, I utilise 

socio-ecological concepts (Code, 2006; Hoerl, 2017; Kemmis, Wilkinson, Edwards-

Groves, Hardy, Grootenboer, & Bristol, 2014) as a means to understand the 

heterogeneity of Foucault’s (1980) dispositif or social assemblage and the capacity for 

agency within it (Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Priestley, Robinson, & Biesta, 2011). Finally, 

I also employ insights on ‘microaggressions’ (Capodilupo, et al., 2010; Sue, 2010) as 

mechanisms for the construction of gender and gendered modes of relating. 

 

Significance of the Study 

In the literature examining the sociology of elite private schooling in the Australian 

context, there are no substantial accounts of the teachers’ role at arguably the epicentre 

of elite class reproduction since the seminal work of Connell et al. (1982) and Kenway 

(1988) some thirty years ago. While there have been glimpses of teachers since in 

research conducted in Australian elite private schools, their appearance seems mostly as 

engagements with researchers on pedagogical and curricular terms or in reflecting of 

their students. What is largely missing from these depictions are their provocations, 

resistances and accommodations; studies of this kind, I will argue, could move teacher’s 

understandings of their role beyond the visions of a “willing, even joyful, servitude” 

(Kenway, 2018, p. 100). Therefore, this study seeks to excavate and explore these 

tensions and their immanent potential, through the eyes of teachers in elite private 

schools who articulate at the heart of the neoliberal order of schooling in Australia 

(Connell, 2009; Davies & Bansel, 2007; Gannon, 2007; Mockler, 2012), where the elite 

private gender-segregated school articulates at the apex of the schooling market.   

 

I am not suggesting that elite sociological researchers do not pursue these types of 

accounts and interrogations, because it stands to reason everyone would truly desire an 

unvarnished insider account. However, the depictions of teachers in studies more or less 

show that, while teachers do have tensions and challenges within their roles, that they 

still remain dedicated and conscientious in spite of being overworked in an “ongoing 

‘goodness’ competition” (Peshkin, 2001, p. 63). Yet, as one might expect, even while 

one finds teachers positioned in relations of power within their schools, at the very same 

time this situation paradoxically prefigures the existence of a “permanent provocation” 
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(Foucault, 1982, p.790). This is precisely because “human behaviour is always the 

expression and consequence of freedom, no matter how minimal that freedom may be” 

(Crozier & Friedberg, 1980, p. 19). So it is this provocation that my research sets out to 

uncover; that is, how teachers mediate and possibly resist discourses, which seek to 

intern them into this “shared habitus” (Forbes & Lingard, 2014, p. 126).  I wanted to 

know, what potential there was for moral judgement, ethical action and their own 

agency, when they are typically depicted as desiring their own servitude, while being 

“provoked to take pleasure in their work at the school” (Kenway, 2018, p. 99). 

 

In this study, I have sought to understand how teachers engage with the challenges of 

their elite private schools, be it the challenges to the very legitimacy of these schools, 

which emerge in media representations or academic work, or the more site-specific 

challenges with which they must contend. I wanted to know how teachers in elite 

private schools conceptualised their own capacity to enact change; that is, how they 

understood the scope and potential of their capacity to act in accordance with their own 

moral/ethical imperatives. This is crucial work to illuminate a relative lacuna in the 

scholarship, because teachers are inherently and radically necessary to any project of 

schooling reform. As Connell et al. (1982) argue, “teachers on their own are certainly 

not able to carry through [reforms,] which depend also on the involvement of parents, 

administrators, unions - and researchers. But these other groups, without the 

involvement of classroom teachers, can do precisely nothing” (p. 205, emphasis added).  

 

Outline of the Thesis 

The following chapters, Chapters Two to Four, outline the context of the study. In 

Chapter Two - Literature Review, I explore the elite sociological oeuvre, tracing along 

the various trajectories of scholarly inquiry into elite private schools to make visible 

what is known about them, especially the UK, US and Australian contexts, but not 

exclusively. In particular, I search for evidence of what has been claimed about the elite 

private school teacher and how their cohort has evolved over time. In Chapter Three - 

Research Framework, I outline the various Foucauldian analytics used in the study, the 

third-party addendums that revision Foucault’s notions of space and social structures, as 

well as the socio-ecological thinking that augments these concepts. Chapter Three also 

examines issues of researcher reflexivity, triangulation, bracketing of entanglements and 

research ethics. In Chapter Four – Research Methods, I discuss the data collection 
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methods and analytical framework and how these methods were carried out. I also 

discuss the makeup of the elite private schools in the study and their participating 

teacher cohorts.  

 

The next three chapters, Chapters Five to Seven, I present the analysis and findings. In 

Chapter Five - Illusions of Privilege, I explore how teachers make sense of their work-

worlds. In Chapter Six - Asymmetries of Power, I look at how the teachers’ relational 

world shapes their practices and understandings. In Chapter Seven – Pedagogies of 

Subjugation, I explore how gender practices emerged as a source of tension and 

transgression in teachers’ lives. In the final chapter, Chapter Eight – Conclusion: An 

Ecology of Privilege, I summarise and discuss the key findings of the study and how 

these various ecologically arranged imperatives functions as contingencies rather than 

causalities. I also discuss the implications of the findings and make recommendations 

for future research. 
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Chapter Two - Literature Review 
 

This chapter reviews the literature considering the sociology of elite private schooling, 

which until recently, has predominantly focused on nations such as Australia, the UK 

and the US. These three geopolitical contexts are more generally accepted as having 

similar cultural conditions as English speaking nations and through their colonial or 

historical entanglements. However, while studies of the English Public School tradition 

and their relocations in the ‘New World’ and the ‘Antipodes’ are the primary locations 

of most historical and contemporary studies of elite schools there is now a trajectory 

within the scholarship that seeks to move beyond Anglo-centric scholarship. Following 

this trajectory, this chapter begins with a brief account of the history of elite private 

schools in the Australian context. In the next section, Sociological Studies of Elite 

Private Schooling, I explore the more contemporary studies of elite private schools 

including those located beyond global-North societies (Connell, 2007). Following this 

broad assessment, in the Teachers in Elite Private Schools section, I examine more 

closely at studies that specifically investigate teachers’ experiences in these schools. I 

then discuss the implications of the scholarship in terms of this doctoral study, in the 

Implications of the Literature Review section. The purpose of this chapter is twofold: 

first it will survey what is known in the field of sociological research into elite schools, 

second, it aims to elucidate the research gap that this study seeks to address. 

 

A Brief History of Elite Private Schooling in Australia 

Elite private schooling in Australia has a relatively short history, as is the case for the 

invasion and colonisation of Australia more generally, which began on the 26th of 

January 1788 on Australia’s eastern shores. In spite of significant academic work 

highlighting the complex history of trade and relations and settlements of Aboriginal 

peoples and their neighbours (reported in; for example, Ely & NSW Teachers' 

Federation, 1978), it would be more commonly understood that the arrival of this First 

Fleet, which sailed into what is today called Sydney Harbour, marks the “advent of 

civilisation”  (Macintyre, 2009, p. 1) in the antipodes. Yet, there was no schoolmaster as 

such aboard that first sojourn, which was a telling omission speaks to the “official mind 

of the late eighteenth century … [that] did not feel any interest in the welfare of children” 

(Austin, 1972, p. 1). It was only the pressing needs of the early colonies, with its 
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growing cohort of Anglo-Saxon and Anglo Celtic children, which led its early 

Governors to recruit itinerant missionaries and educated military personnel to run 

schools on rations, land grants and convict labour eventually coming under the auspices 

of the colonial chaplains (Adams, 1979; Austin, 1972).  

 

The Colonial Era 

Private Anglican schools, orphan schools, private day schools and eventually Protestant 

and Catholic schools formed an eclectic beginning of ‘formal’ schooling in the colonial 

period in Australia. This period of schooling evolved in fits and starts, motivated 

initially by a perceived need for religious education and moral steerage for convicts and 

the ‘native-born’ (Molony, 2000) as well as the “preparation for leadership, and 

classical learning” (Adams, 1979, p. 6) for the ‘landed gentry’. Broadly speaking, the 

Anglican Church having assumed initial responsibility for schooling with the support of 

the early Australian colonial governments, was in due course challenged by the Irish 

Catholic and Scottish Presbyterian sectors, which feared the loss of their constituencies, 

identity and culture (Hyams & Bessant, 1972; Potts, 1999). Liberal dissenters who 

feared the growing power of the Anglican Church and its conflation with the state 

imperatives for schooling were equally vociferous in opposition (Austin, 1972; Hyams 

& Bessant, 1972).  

 

The colonial governments of the time were faced with a balancing-act between the 

demands of an emergent middle class and appeasing the established ruling class who 

saw education for the masses as a social instrument designed to garner “acceptance of 

ones station in life” (Hyams & Bessant, 1972, p. 2). This tension was fuelled by a 

growing yet fragile colonial economy, the anxieties of a growing middle class that 

viewed denominational schooling as a threat to overall stability and prosperity, and 

commonly held community views regarding the “political, economic and social dangers 

of ‘ignorance’” (Ely & NSW Teachers' Federation, 1978, p. 22). It was amid the 

atmosphere of Anglican intransigence and growing sectarian rivalry in schooling, 

together with the failure of denominational schools to meet the needs of an increasingly 

diasporic population, which forced the colonial governments to begin directly 

competing with the churches (Ely & NSW Teachers' Federation, 1978; Hyams & 

Bessant, 1972; Meadmore, 2001; Potts, 1999). 
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In the years between 1872 and 1895, the colonial governments in New South Wales, 

Victoria, Queensland, Tasmania, South Australia and Western Australia, each passed 

education acts which made free and secular Primary schooling the responsibility of the 

state (Ely & NSW Teachers' Federation, 1978; Meadmore, 2001). Thus schooling in the 

colonies, which had begun on moral terms and the aspirations of the upper classes, 

began to shift to concerns with law and order, the need to discipline the aspirations of an 

emergent democratic society (Hyams & Bessant, 1972), and a rising political interest in 

education as an engine of the economy (Ely & NSW Teachers' Federation, 1978; 

Meadmore, 2001; Potts, 1999). On this latter point, it is not altogether surprising that 

the timing of educational reforms in colonial Australia in the late 1800s correspond with 

similar reforms enacted in Britain. These reforms were on the back of a growing 

recognition that international competitiveness and future prosperity rested in no small 

part on a skilled and educated worker (Young, 1961). 

 

Expansion of Schooling in Australia 

After the initial foray of the early Australian state governments into Primary schooling, 

which stripped the denominational schools of its funding (Potts, 1999), the Catholic 

schools continued to rely on their religious orders to staff their schools. The Anglican 

and Protestant schools, without such a labour resource, started to charge higher and 

higher fees, which led in time to self-selecting towards the wealthy elite of society 

(Potts, 1999). However, the seeds of the elite private school was not only sown in an 

expediency in response to defunding, but by providing the only initial opportunities for 

secondary education and the only entry point for public service or the universities (Ely 

& NSW Teachers' Federation, 1978). In response, the colonial governments in the 

1850s set up Grammar Schools in Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland on 

meritocratic principles and on the back of the demands of an emerging middle class 

who sought the education of their children closer to home than the English Boarding 

Schools of old (Ely & NSW Teachers' Federation, 1978). Yet, with moderate fees being 

charged, only the upwardly mobile merchants, pastoralists and white-collar 

professionals patronised the Grammar schools at the time. This was, in part, because 

they did not want their children mingling with the “roughness and uncouth conduct of 

the poor children” (Ely & NSW Teachers' Federation, 1978, p. 44).  

 

Thus, in spite of what appears today as well intentioned, Protestant schools became 

increasingly established as schools for the privileged classes. The Catholic schools, 
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even with its social motifs of educating the disenfranchised, were nevertheless also 

patronised by the wealthy and upwardly mobile (Ely & NSW Teachers' Federation, 

1978; Potts, 1999). From these early beginnings, these more elite private schools, while 

maintaining their control over the entry points to the elite economic and social sphere 

via a fee-paying secondary pathway, started to become exclusive institutions for the 

affluent (Austin, 1972; Ely & NSW Teachers' Federation, 1978). This array of ‘private’ 

schools would soon become politically aligned vis a vis the public versus private divide 

(Marginson, 1993) as momentum gathered for the establishment of broader state 

intervention into secondary education in the 1950s and 1960s (Ely & NSW Teachers' 

Federation, 1978).  

 

Although elite private schools in the contemporary era may appear as givens of both the 

social and natural landscapes, a historical perspective shows how these elite 

denominational schools have long been embroiled in advocacy and political contest in 

defending their territories (Austin, 1972; Ely & NSW Teachers' Federation, 1978; 

Hyams & Bessant, 1972; Potts, 1999). For example, in Victoria the schools’ lobby have 

had particular success in keeping the establishment of public secondary schools out of 

locations in which they could constitute a competitive threat (Preston, 2011). Over time, 

this political lobbying led politicians to relaxing their opposition to providing assistance 

to private schools, which had long been held back by the secular provisions in section 

116 of the Australian Constitution (Sherman, 1982). By the 1950s the first financial 

incentives in the way of tax deductions were put into place to support private schooling 

(Sherman, 1982). Then in 1962, the Catholic Schools Commission, facing increasing 

costs associated with schooling in the twentieth century, eventually succeeded in 

pressuring the Federal government in Canberra into further funding concessions. They 

achieved this by closing the Catholic schools in nearby city of Goulburn, which forced 

those students into the government schools and placed “unbearable strains on the state 

school system” (Potts, 1999, p. 243).  

 

By 1972, the Whitlam led Labor party, convinced that they could not win without 

courting the Catholic vote, won the Federal election with part of its education platform 

being a needs-based funding for all schools (Edwards, Fitz, & Whitty, 1985). However, 

this decision which directed the bulk of state funding to government schools and poorer 

Catholic schools, meant that the “wealthy schools would receive no assistance” (Potts, 

1999, p. 243). Following the establishment of a national Schools Commission by the 
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Whitlam government and the Karmel report Schools in Australia (Karmel, 1973), a time 

of heated debate regarding curriculum and the organisation of schooling began (Connell, 

2002; Edwards et al., 1985). Private schooling advocates levelled a variety of attacks 

against the Schools Commission in public and media discourses, including asserting the 

rights of parents to choose schooling provision as a democratic principle (Connell et al., 

1982; Kenway, 1990). At that time, the Liberal and National parties controlled the 

Upper House of parliament responsible for passing the then Labor government’s 

legislation. Thus, “aided and abetted by a powerful private school campaign” (Potts, 

1999, p. 243) the Liberal and National parties succeeded in blocking the school funding 

legislation until the more wealthy private schools were also admitted for financial 

support (Marginson, 1993).  

 

The Era of Privatisation 

The demands of partisan denominational interest groups, which go back to the earliest 

discourses in schooling but now couched in terms of democratic plurality and choice, 

had come full circle to usher in an era of increasing privatisation of the schooling sector 

(Meadmore, 2001; Sherman, 1982). Under successive Labor and Liberal governments 

keen to ingratiate the conservative vote, the “private school funding continued to 

expand and the public schools carried the cuts” (Marginson, 1993, p. 211). The “public 

system [became] seen as the residual system inhabited only by families unable or 

unwilling to enter private schooling” (Marginson, 1993, p. 214, original emphasis). In 

spite of the growing protests around educational inequality in the literature and wider 

public debates, by the 1980s parents in Australia began increasingly opting for fee-

paying denominational schools fuelled by conservative political attacks, curriculum 

‘wars’, manufactured ‘crises’ and policy decisions made by successive Australian 

governments that made access to private schools increasingly affordable (Boyd, 1987; 

Cranston Kimber, Mulford, Reid, & Keating, 2010; Kenway, 1988, 2013).  

 

In the conservative rhetoric of the time, “‘public’ [was] made synonymous with 

inefficiency, stagnation and waste; ‘private’ with efficiency, innovation and drive” 

(Connell et al., 1982, p. 206). In putting “faith in the 'wisdom' of market forces” 

(Bencze, 2001, p. 349), ‘choice’ and ‘competition’ had become seen as the panacea for 

school sector improvement (Angus, 2015; Friedman, 1997; Kenway, 1988). In time, 

against falling standards in comparative studies with other nations and poor completion 

rates for public schools, private schools became viewed by the public as offering “a 
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‘better’ education for their children” (Williams & Carpenter, 1991, p. 412). The elite 

private school, having evolved to its role catering to the moneyed elites while trading on 

their conservative traditions and narratives of discipline and excellence, had managed to 

position itself at the apex of an increasingly commodified and competitive schooling 

market (Cranston et al., 2010; Marginson, 1995; Ryan & Watson, 2004; Symes, 1998; 

Williams & Carpenter, 1991). The high fee-paying and wealthy elite private school 

became anointed as the distinguished standard for schools within the Australian 

schooling regime. 

 

This section has briefly sketched an outline of the historical evolution of the elite 

private school in Australia. The historical record suggests that in the Australian case at 

least, that the private school system, initially a response into the lack of state provision 

of education in the colonies, has adapted and evolved over time. A focus on the 

historical trajectory of the elite private school in Australia is a vital to understanding 

how elite private schools have negotiated their historical circumstance, how they have 

not only maintained, but also augmented their elite social status and privileges 

throughout their history. 

 

It is also crucial to point out here that the imperatives and interjections of the state have 

not determined the action in toto nor have its policy effects been entirely predictable. 

For example, the meritocratic beginnings of Grammar schools, which were ultimately 

co-opted by the wealthier individuals and groups within Australian society, clearly 

show how stakeholders can perpetually organise and reorganise to mediate or co-opt 

social institutions. These institutional histories suggest that patterns of cause and effect 

are not straightforward and articulate as contingent relations between actors, discourses 

and practices. These ongoing social struggles and settlements are replete with 

discontinuities, antagonisms and accommodation. It should be no surprise then that 

much of the contemporary literature in the sociology of elite private schools has sought 

to highlight these disjunctions in order to challenge the social and educational inequality 

that these schools represent. I turn to these studies in the next section. 

 

Sociological Studies of Elite Private Schooling 

The historic politics of schooling in Australia presented in the previous section, brings 

to the fore how stakeholders of the elite private schools have actively adjusted their 
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practices and ambitions to meet the contingencies of their situation. It is evidenced that 

this has happened as it has evolved in relation to the ebb and flow of the wider socio-

political circumstances and conditions. In this section I explore the sociological 

literature on elite private schooling from the latter half of the 20th century and into the 

contemporary era. 

 

Studying Up 

Through endless adaptations and accommodations, the elite private schools and their 

advocates have been successful at keeping their goals and logics at the forefront of the 

schooling debate. At the very least this has seen the elite private schools well positioned 

in the schooling ‘market’ in terms of prestige, desirability and state-based financial 

subsidies. It is perhaps not surprising that studies that push back against educational 

privilege would begin to appear in response. One of the earliest sociological studies in 

Australia that sought to point out the inequalities in schooling provision came in 1970, 

in the works by Roper titled The Myth of Equality (Roper, 1971). Roper’s polemical 

account of the dilapidated conditions of public schooling in Australia emerged to inspire 

a renewed focus on the persistence of inequality. Roper reached a wide audience in 

Australia and educational sociologists were invigorated to research educational 

inequalities.  

 

In other jurisdictions beyond Australia, educators looking to address social inequalities 

around them were likewise mobilised. Radical critical theorists like Paulo Freire (2000) 

inspired the work in critical pedagogy, which sought to “[link] pedagogy to social 

change, [and connect] critical learning to the experiences and histories that students 

brought to the classroom ... [envisioning the] space of schooling as a site of contestation, 

resistance, and possibility” (Giroux, 2003b, p. 6). After being interned by “debilitating 

pessimisms that plagued educational discourses” (Giroux, 2003b, p. 6), these socially 

just imperatives began to emerge. For example, interrogating ideology and ‘hidden’ 

curriculum (Anyon, 1981; Apple, 2004), counter-culture (Giroux et al., 2013), and 

alternatives to schooling (Illich, 1971) formed a new direction for educational research. 

However, beyond the minutiae of studies of the ‘working class’ schools (Corrigan, 

1979; Willis, 1977), the lens on elite schooling sites had remained relatively absent. 

From this, arguments for scholars needing to ‘study up’ (Connell et al., 1982; Delamont, 

1989; Nader, 1972) were lodged; these brought into view how reproduction of social 
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inequalities was being produced in elite institutional forms such as the elite private 

schools. 

 

In 1982, Making the Difference (Connell et al., 1982) became a landmark study in 

Australian educational sociology, producing a comparative ethnographic account of 

‘working class’ and ‘ruling class’ schools and their specificities. Connell et al., reacting 

by their own account to the ‘dogmatism’ of these structural and macrosocial approaches 

in the reproduction literature in the US and the UK (Banks, 1955; Bowles & Gintis, 

1976; Weinberg, 1967), sought instead to find a cure in the form of “a good dose of 

awkward facts” (Connell et al., 1982, p. 29). Three years later, Kenway’s study (1988) 

examining elite private schools in Western Australia, illustrated how “class, gender, 

ethnicity and religion [intersected with education discourses] in complex ways" (p. 733). 

Kenway persuasively argued that in contrast to earlier works, where “reproduction and 

production [had] remain[ed] the rather overworked, overarching concepts” (1988, p. 46), 

her contribution instead relocated reproduction to a “fragile settlement between 

competing but complex sets of social interests, which is always neither secure nor 

complete and which is constantly, challenged revised and renewed” (p. 730).   

 

Ethnographic Accounts 

Rather than treating the school as a black box and interrogating it from statistical 

measures and surveys, studies at the end of the 20th century in the USA, the UK and 

Australia began to move towards more substantive ethnographic work that attended to 

the specificities of elite private school culture and practice. This is not to say that more 

outsider views are not part of the literature in elite schooling sociology (for Australian 

research in particular, see Drew, 2013; Gannon, 2007; McCandless, 2014; McDonald, 

Pini, & Mayes, 2012; Meadmore & Meadmore, 2004; Mills, 2004; Saltmarsh, 2004, 

2007; Symes, 1998; Teese & Polesel, 2003; Wardman, Hutchesson, Gottschall, Drew, 

& Saltmarsh, 2010). However, studies that focus on the specificities of practice in actual 

sites have been reported to produce more in-depth accounts of “how privilege works” 

(Howard, Wheeler, & Polimeno, 2014, p. 4). Ethnographic studies attend to the 

sensibilities of scholars within social science research who argue that we must be 

careful not to see chimeras as ontological givens, to reify the abstract categories of 

critique as objective reality, but to “discover actual people active in the social relations 

that the categories [for example, gender, race, ethnicity] express and reflect but do not 

make observable” (Smith, 2009, p. 76).  
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In-Depth Studies 

One well known ethnographic study from the USA is Khan's (2008) doctoral research 

published as Privilege: The making of an adolescent elite at St. Paul's school (Khan, 

2011). Khan’s analysis of interviews and field observations produced a nuanced and 

empathetic perspective to the everyday interactions and perspectives of students and 

school personnel. In this ethnographic study, Khan, a former student himself, acted as a 

participant-observer embedding himself in the life of the school over the course of a 

year, collecting data comprising of interviews and field observations. Drawing on 

Goffman’s (1961a) concept of the ‘total institution’ and Bourdieu’s notion of the 

‘privilege of ease’ (1996), Khan (2011) showed how the cultural practices of ‘ease’ 

delineate the new elite as distinct from the hereditary elite of Baltzell’s (1987) 

‘establishment’. Similarly, Gaztambide-Fernández’s (2006) doctoral study, published as 

The Best of the Best (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009a), found a coherence with Khan’s 

(2008) account by similarly utilising Goffman’s (1961a)  ‘total institution’, but in 

addition also deployed Weber’s (1966) concept of the ‘status group’ and Bourdieu’s 

(1984) analytics ‘distinction’ as a marker of social status, and elaborated understand the 

mechanisms of elite social status and identity. Gaztambide-Fernández (2009a) 

envisioned a hierarchy of eliteness define by the distinctions between students, based 

primarily on seniority and the appropriate cultivation of an elite identity.   

 

Also in the USA, Howard’s publication, Learning privilege: Lessons of power and 

identity in affluent schooling (2008), detailed an extended investigation conducted over 

six year period focusing on privileged students while Howard was teaching at an elite 

secondary school. This substantive ethnographic account sought to add to the 

understandings of “how privilege works, both in schools and in society at large, to 

shape lived experience and human practice” (Howard, 2008, p. 21). Howard contended 

that the process of status group identification is mediated by different modalities of 

ideological discourse; for example, he delineated legitimation, dissimulation and 

ideological framing as descriptors that give those in privileged status positions the 

arguments they need to diminish or justify their advantage. Like Khan (2011) and 

Gaztambide-Fernández (2009a), what Howard was concerned with, was the active 

construction of privileged identities in order to “begin to imagine the possibilities for 

interrupting the processes that reinforce and regenerate privilege” (p. 31).  
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Following this trajectory, considered interruptive, Howard, Wheeler and Polimeno 

conducted a participatory action research project Negotiating Privilege and Identity in 

Educational Contexts (2014). This project involved students at an elite school in a 

collaborative exploration of “the individual and cultural processes involved in 

constructing and cultivating privilege” (p. 3). Howard et al.’s research highlighted the 

increasingly diverse methodological approaches in the elite sociological field. At the 

same time continues the earlier work of cultural theorists keen to envision the 

contingencies of identity production so as to develop a potential for intervening within 

it.  

 

A more recent published USA study, also following an ethnographic approach 

conducted at three elite, wealthy and ‘iconic’ secondary institutions is the research titled 

Class Warfare conducted by Weis, Cippolone and Jenkins (2014). Their study blended 

Marxist class critiques with a detailed ethnography and found that pathways to elite 

universities have become sites of intensified class struggle amongst the upper and 

middle classes. Like Khan (2011) and Gaztambide-Fernández (2009a), Weis et al. 

(2014) suggested that the productive actions of parents, children and school personnel 

were leading to new forms of elite identity and new specificities of elite class in 

response to the vicissitudes and opportunities of global capitalism, for example, seeing 

changes to the gender, race, and ethnicity of class members in what was traditionally 

was a White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) bastion.  

 

Researchers have continued to argue that the broad effects of reproduction and 

educational inequality persist in these historic pathways via elite private schools to 

high-status positions in the job market (Naudet, 2015; Wakeling & Savage, 2015). 

However, there are, nevertheless, new and complex forms of elite socialisation 

occurring such that research “… needs to dynamically explore the interplay of wealth 

and power with gender, race and sexuality” (Ball, 2015, p. 235). As Weis et al. (2014) 

argue, “[educational] apartheid will prevail [but will do so] in complex and newly 

evolving forms” (p. 192). Kenway and Koh (2014) contend that this is precisely how 

elite sociology has tended to function historically, that is, in response to evolving 

modalities in which elites construct their educational and ultimately economic 

advantage. 
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Student Agency 

In the last ten years, there has been a multiplicity of studies specifically centred on 

gender, race, elite identity production and the agency of students (Allan, 2009; 2010; 

Courtois, 2013; Forbes & Lingard, 2014; Maxwell & Aggleton, 2009a, 2009b, 2012; 

Power Curtis, Whitty, & Edwards, 2010). For example, drawing on Foucault’s notion of 

discourse, critical feminist poststructuralist theory, and an array of ethnographic 

methodologies such as interviews, focus groups, participant observation, field notes and 

photography, Allan (2010) spent several months studying identity formation among 

female students at an elite private school. What Allan discovered was that elite girls 

have to walk a fine line between seeking success and maintaining heteronormative 

femininities. Similarly, through a series of focus group work and interviews, Maxwell 

and Aggleton’s (2009b) found young women in elite private schools constructing 

identity through a process of boundary work. For instance, the othering of state school 

students and the appropriation of social class markers were recruited to be a means to 

distinguish themselves across and within social classes. 

 

The literature focusing on girls in elite private schools has provided a picture of the 

reproduction of privilege through aspirational discourses; for example, notions such as 

the ‘habitus of possibility’ (Forbes & Lingard, 2014) and dispositions of ‘assuredness’ 

(Forbes & Lingard, 2013) are ones through which elite girls become “prepared for life 

in a global village” (Allan & Charles, 2013, p. 345). Kenway, Langmead and Epstein 

(2015) similarly suggest, in their report of female student identities, that elite identity 

formation is one of “grooming for global success in the cocoon of the elite school” (p. 

164). These transnational trajectories are increasingly visible in elite sociological 

literature (Fahey, 2014, Lee, Wright, & Walker 2016; Proweller, 1998). In spite of these 

modern trajectories inspired by the routes of global capitalism, there are still found in 

these elite private schools the more ‘traditional’ heterosexist and oft contradictory 

stereotypes. For instance, in studies of elite private girls’ schools discourses seen their 

prospectuses, Wardman et al. (2010) brings a vision of “well-rounded [and] empowered” 

(p. 250) femininities, creating an awkward juxtaposition of power and submissiveness.  

Similarly, in recent studies undertaken of elite boys’ private school prospectuses, 

Gottschall, Wardman, Edgeworth, Hutchesson, & Saltmarsh (2010) also discover 

similar contrasting themes of infantilised and hyper-masculine ideals. However, in 

contrast to elite private girls’ schools studies, these themes in elite boys’ schools 

connect with the historic literature in terms of their narratives of transformation, of a 
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“loss of innocence” (Persell & Cookson Jr., 1985, p. 42). Gottschall et al. (2010) argue 

that juxtapositions of ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ masculinities in elite boys’ schools’ marketing 

materials, imagines a trajectory for elite boy who will come to embody a “hetero-

normative hyper-masculinity” (p. 23). 

 

Masculinity in Elite Private Boys’ Schools 

In the historical elite school literature, much has been said about construction of student 

subjectivity, albeit in relation to all male ruling class schools (Baltzell, 1989; Bowles & 

Gintis, 1976; Chandos, 2012). In these representations, the role of the elite private boys’ 

schools was portrayed as one for producing elite subjects who embody the values of 

“physical and moral courage, loyalty and cooperation and the ability both to command 

and obey” (Mangan, 2010, p. 60). The ‘muscular Christian’ movement together with a 

revivalism around the ideals of medieval chivalry, energised by the writings of Hughes 

(Tom Brown’s Schooldays) and Kingsley (Westward Ho!) and advocates like Thomas 

Arnold of Rugby, drove the ascendancy of sport at the elite private English Public 

Schools (Harvey, 2012; Winn, 1960). As Richards argued, the goal of these ruling class 

schools was “to produce a ruling elite … inspired by noble and selfless values” 

(Mangan, 2000, Introduction chapter, p. xxiii): 

 

We’ve more reliance on one another, more of a house feeling, more 
fellowship than the school can have. Each of us knows and can depend on 
his next hand man better – that’s why we beat ‘em to-day [sic]. We’ve 
union, they’ve division - there’s the secret. (Hughes, 2006, p. 136) 

 

These texts are tales of belonging, of bonding, of ritualised violence, of fidelity to the 

group, in short, tribal life (Chandos, 2012). This ‘tribal mystic’ (Chandos, 2012) is 

infused with the logics of masculinity, homosociality, sport and team. It is these 

relationships that have historically underpinned the esprit de corps of the elite English 

Public Schools. The sporting fields became the training grounds for battlefield (Mangan, 

1996), so much so that the English Public School became regarded as “a bulwark of 

Empire” (Waugh, 1984, p. 12).  

 

Sport and Elite Identity 

The value of sport in particular, to elite sociality and identity practices, traces its origins 

back to Victoria upper class (Mangan, 2000; Cookson Jr & Persell 1985; Harvey, 2012; 

Holt, 1989; Honey, 1977; Hughes, 2006; Money, 1997; Winn, 1960). If class 
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consciousness is not reducible to individuals, but emerge in situ and in practice, through 

how class members draw “class-related meanings”  (Ostrander, 1980, p. 49), engage in 

a mutual recognition of group members (Honey, 1977) and create distinctions between 

elite and non-elite through their practices and discourses (Courtois, 2013; Forbes & 

Weiner, 2012; Ostrander, 1993), then a case could certainly be made that it is the 

centrality of its sporting practices and discourses that determine the boundaries and 

specificities of elite identity. As one former elite private school headmaster concluded 

in his memoirs that the elite private schools “were knit together in a tight union formed 

for the sole purpose of conducting a series of annual Premierships [by which means] 

these schools kept themselves exclusive and nurtured a privileged position in the 

educational world” (Darling, 1978, p. 114).  

 

It is crucial to note however, that this exclusive sporting membership expanded during 

the 1950s in order to appear more inclusive in direct response to the discomfitures of a 

growing reputation for elitism, as well as the perceived need to counter the excessive 

glorification of sport that was leading to poor behaviour between rival schoolboys at 

sporting events (Darling, 1978; Hibbins, 2008). These historic accounts of 

accommodations that have been provoked by outside threat are crucial to understanding 

the ongoing socially constructed nature of these schools. On the face of it, elite private 

school sport as it is seen today would suggest that these practices simply trace an arc to 

the rituals and practices of the old English Public Schools. Yet it is important to point 

out that there have always been moments of resistance and recuperation, with episodes 

of prohibition, advocacy and change (Holt, 1989; McLachlan, 1970).  

 

If the sporting fields have held such value and perhaps also a mystique for its 

participants and its scions (Chandos, 2012; Hughes, 2006; Money, 1997), then it stands 

to reason that it would attract scholarly interest from its critics. For example, Cookson 

Jr and Persell (1985) argued that “excellence in sport is a part of a definition of a 

gentleman or a gentlewoman” (p. 79). In the modern era, sport has come to be a vital 

element of the elite school’s visual appeal. Sport is part of an “aesthetics of power” 

(MacDougall, 1999, p. 12), is a marker of social distinction and is a vital aspect of their 

market appeal (Fahey et al., 2015; Koh & Kenway, 2016). However, while sporting 

practice and discourse has a central function in class reproduction and identity (Baltzell, 

1987; Cookson Jr & Persell, 1985; Persell & Cookson Jr, 1990), it is also crucially 

functions to construct gendered identities and inter-subjectivities (Connell, 2005; 
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Donaldson & Poynting, 2007). As Messner (1990) argues, sport is “a crucial locus 

around which ideologies of male superiority over women, as well as higher status men’s 

superiority over lower status men, are constructed and naturalised” (p. 104). 

 

Socio-cultural and Feminist theorists in particular, have for some time argued that sport 

is intimately linked to gender (Burgess, Edwards, & Skinner, 2003; Connell, 1987; 

Connell et al., 1982; Donaldson & Poynting, 2007; Farr, 1988; Jackson, 1990). The elite 

private boys’ school has long been viewed by critical scholars as gender-making 

machines, that is, that “they [were] agents in the matter, constructing particular forms of 

gender and negotiating relations between them” (Connell, 1989, p. 292).  It stands to 

reason then why, how boys “take on the social identity of ‘being a man’” (Wetherell & 

Edley, 1999, p. 335), has continued to be an explicit interest for scholars. 

 

Elite Masculine Sexuality 

The historical imperatives of the old English Public schools are perhaps today long 

forgotten. As Mangan (2010) suggests, the impress of moral training through sport has 

become “extinct educational ideology” (p. 62). Yet, the social and political projects that 

had undergirded sport’s ascendancy in the mid-Victorian period have always evolved 

and accommodated new urgencies. While the sport may have been advocated as a 

remedy to the brutality of student organised play and the sporadic and violent rebellions 

against the masters, it also became seen as a means to sublimate “the hovering demon” 

of the boys’ obsessions with sex (Chandos, 2012, p. 284). As one school officer noted 

during this era, “immorality with women was very common in the [British Public] 

School” (Chandos, 2012, p. 285), and all that the masters could possibly do was to keep 

it from getting out of hand. Moreover, during the mid-Victorian period, “there was no 

pretence that boys did not sometimes find initiation in sexual experience with young 

whores, who came… to solicit at Rugby school, and with local girls of light virtue” 

(Chandos, 2012, p. 285). However, while sexual liaisons between boys and girls were 

admitted in the public consciousness of the time, pederasty and homosexuality was not 

so easily disclosed (Martin, 2002). 

 

In the historic fiction about the English Public School, references to sexual relations 

between boys such as those that were implicitly a part of the system of fagging alluded 

to in Tom Brown’s Schooldays, were left notably ambiguous lest it betray the schoolboy 

code of silence. As Martin (2002) argues, “what the old school tie signified was the 
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shared secret that the homosocial and the homosexual could, at least in boyhood, lie 

along an unbroken continuum - a knowledge enshrouded in nostalgia (and guilt) by the 

required adult abandonment” (p. 484). However, Chandos (2012) argued that Hughes 

(2006), in the footnotes of the later 1871 edition Tom Brown’s Schooldays, at least 

partially insinuates the realities of schoolboy sex. Similarly in Money’s (1997) analysis 

of Hughes’ (2006) account, he argued that the author was “perfectly aware that sexual 

relations between elder and younger boys were a feature of Rugby school life” (p. 24). 

In this sense, the psychosexual dimension of boys’ identity formation and relationships 

not only articulate as sublimation, but at the very same time paradoxically haunts the 

respectable narrative of the elite private school from the margins of discourse. 

 

There are also more transgressive accounts of schoolboy sexual violence and 

dysfunction often veiled by the elite private school’s polished facade and the active 

mobilisations of its stakeholders (Donaldson & Poynting, 2007; Gannon, 2007; 

Poynting & Donaldson, 2005; Saltmarsh, 2005; Stoudt, 2006). These studies of media 

representations of elite schoolboy sexual transgressions is hardly surprising considering 

the greater visibility in mainstream media reports of sexual violence. In the Australian 

media in recent times, there have been a number of reports of sexual harassment of 

school girls via social media (Cook & Lillebuen, 2016), elite schoolboys involved in 

filming and distributing sexually explicit material (Carmody, 2016; News.com.au, 

2017) and elite schoolboy sexual assault and rape allegations (Australian Associated 

Press, 2016; Benns, 2016; Houghton, 2017; The Australian, 2017). These news articles 

also provide accounts of how elite school advocates disavow themselves of 

responsibility for these moments of sexual violence, by suggesting that these issues are 

a wider societal problem (Carmody, 2016; Houghton, 2017).  

 

It appears that the prevalence of sexual violence and harassment in elite schooling do 

not end with matriculation. As would logically follow, these elite schoolboys go on to 

elite universities, where as Cameron (1997) contended, for elite college students,  

“women are outsiders, at best a necessary evil, at worst a threat to their liberties and to 

their very identity” (p. 196). It seems that elite universities are also pathways for elite 

schoolboys to high-status workplaces, where media reports of sexism and sexual 

violence are becoming more increasingly visible (Feagin & Ducey, 2017; Gilmore, 

2017). As Feagin and Ducey (2017) argue, “for many men in managerial and other 

supervisory positions, work success is a prize they give to women employees who 
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permit some sort type of sexual harassment (p. 232). Potential trajectories for elite male 

subjects suggest that elite private schooling practice is linked not only to high-status 

school to job pathways, but are implicated in the socio-cultural practices that these 

pathways also appear to be transporting.  

 

The Global Imperative 

In the twenty-first century, the challenges and tensions in schooling per se at the local 

level are in one way or another, deeply connected to a multitude of issues brought on by 

global and market pressures (Apple, 2010; Ball, 2006; Ozga & Lingard, 2007). 

Likewise, while earlier studies of elite schooling may have been corralled “at the 

perimeter of the nation” (McCarthy & Kenway, 2014, p. 166), the global political-

economies and pressures brought to bear by supranational organisations such as the 

OECD and their discourses neoliberal choice/free-market ideology have refocused the 

academic imaginary towards educational markets on a global scale (Brown, Lauder, & 

Ashton, 2010; McCarthy, Bulut, Castro, Goel & Greenhalgh-Spencer, 2014; Kenway & 

Fahey, 2014b; Powell & Snellman, 2004; Proweller, 1998). As Weis et al. (2014) argue, 

education has well and truly shifted beyond national boundaries becoming “linked to 

the now globalized [sic] knowledge economy, in which competition for jobs has 

increased while economic security, particularly for the middle and upper class, has 

become less stable” (p. 216). 

 

Internationalising the focus on elites has been a prevalent push in the sociology on the 

elite private school amid a call to move beyond ‘methodological nationalism’ by 

leading academics to explore the links of the elite private schools to discourses of an 

emergent global education marketplace (Kenway & Koh, 2014). Kenway & Faye 

(2014b) argue that the elite private school, once bound to local markets, has come to 

play a distinctive role vis a vis the elite social class and the rise of the transnational elite 

class. What can be seen in these studies is how increasingly mobile professionals, 

travelling the “global routes of high-end employment with transnational companies, 

NGOs and various international governmental agencies” (Kenway & Fahey, 2014b, p. 

180), have moved the elite educational marketplace beyond its national borders.  

 

One of the more recent international studies was the ‘Elite schools in globalising 

circumstances: a multi-sited global ethnography research project’ (McCarthy & 

Kenway, 2014). This study featured ethnographic approaches, interviews, and field 
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observations, and has led to a series of publications; for example, edited volumes on the 

social aesthetics of elite schools (Fahey, Prosser and Shaw, 2015), Elite schools: 

Multiple geographies of privilege (Koh & Kenway, 2016) and more recently Class 

Choreographies: Elite Schools and Globalization (Kenway, Fahey, Epstein, Koh, 

McCarthy, & Rizvi, 2017). While Fahey, Prosser, and Shaw’s (2015) edited volume 

develop insight into the impact of spatial arrangements and material largesse of these 

elite schools this study does not specifically produce accounts from actors such as 

teachers.  

 

In Class Choreographies: Elite Schools and Globalization (Kenway et al., 2017), this 

multi-author volume took a distinctly historical approach towards elite private schools 

to vision their histories, their conjunctions of the local and global, their detractors, their 

advocates, and their political strategies. Kenway et al. painted rich portraits of elite 

private schools across the globe including the Australian elite private school involved in 

their multi-site study. However, this volume is more concerned with how the past has 

been mobilised in the contemporary, and is tilted towards interpreting the social 

aesthetics and how the materiality of elite spaces “build [a] sense of the past continuous 

into the present” (p. 92). However, when actors do appear, the authors focused on 

school leadership and their role as choreographers of class, and more peripheral views 

of teachers in regards to curriculum matter, as well as elite students on the move 

through transnational elite circuits of education.  

 

Through these interrogations and comparative accounts of elite private schooling in 

various international contexts, academics hope to understand just how “[elite] schools 

are involved in securing advantage for [the] social grouping that exists beyond the 

nation state on the global stage” (Kenway & Fahey, 2014b, p. 177). In Singapore, Ye 

and Nylander (2014) used extensive interviews with elite private school graduates to 

examine how the Singaporean state supports (via full scholarships) access for 

Singaporean students to Oxbridge universities in the UK.  In India, ‘old’ elite schools 

faced with increased pressure in an emerging global market of elite schools, have been 

forced to aggressively market themselves within a the “logic of competition” (Rizvi, 

2014, p. 291). Rizvi’s paper explores how elite schools “reposition[ed] themselves 

strategically within the globally competitive terrain in which they now operate” (p. 292). 

Similarly, McCarthy, Bulut, Castro, Goel, and Greenhalgh-Spencer (2014) suggest that 
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local Barbadian historical narratives and traditions are now in tension with the global 

ambitions of their students.   

 

 In China, Lee and Wright (2016), using a mixed-methods approach in more modern 

‘elite’ international schools in China also suggest that these schools are becoming 

desirable as they act as high-status tracks to prestigious English-speaking universities. 

This focus on the internationalisation of elite private school practice can be seen in 

situated accounts of teachers, parents and students such as a study of the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) programme at an elite international school in India catering to the 

‘new elites’ of the transnational business class (Sriprakash, Qi, & Singh, 2016). 

Sriprakash et al. (2016) mobilise the notion of ‘differential inclusion’ to suggest that the 

elite private school mediate wider social justice claims by making “inequalities operable 

within the shifting arrangements that constitute and characterise contemporary claims 

on equality” (p. 8). What is crucial to note is that the authors bring a view of inequality 

deployed as normative for stakeholders in elite schools. This suggests that there exists a 

complicity between parents, students, teachers and those excluded; that is, that insiders 

benefit from differential inclusion of the subaltern, while this marginal other hope to 

benefit from their participation at some later stage. 

 

In the Australian context, there are studies of international students’ experiences; for 

example, Wang’s (2016) gender based study of Asian students in an Australian elite 

private school in Melbourne and Yeo’s (2016) study of Asian borders at an elite private 

boarding school in Perth West Australian. These studies highlighted the contradictions 

of Asian/Australian identity formation and masculinity among Asian male students that 

underscored how gender is not a biological pre-given “but comes into existence through 

deliberate construction and constant reinforcing” (Yeo, 2016, p. 20). There are of course 

other accounts of these moralising ‘avowals’, ’disavowals’ and ‘mystifications’ 

(Kenway & Lazarus, 2017), or misrecognitions, silences and invisibility of class 

differences (Howard, 2010), which emerge in studies of elite high-school and college 

students. In addition, a variety of these types of evasions and elisions are visible in the 

various studies of semiotics, discourse and symbolism of elite schools’ self-promotions 

(Drew, 2013; Kenway et al 2017; Kenway & Koh, 2013; Wardman et al., 2010). Yet 

between the client and the reified institution, there is little evidence reporting what 

teachers in fact do, whether their practices and vocalisations are neatly coherent with 

their elite institutions or their clients.  
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If within the academic optic on students in elite private schools there can be found 

privileged, agentic, optimistic, cosmopolitan, gendered, racialised, ethnically divided, 

victimised, oppositional, and capitulated identities, to name a few (Allan & Charles, 

2013; Forbes & Lingard, 2014; Horvat, & Antonio, 1999; Kramer, 2008; Maxwell & 

Aggleton, 2009a, 2009b), then questions remain about the work of teachers and other 

school personnel. For the most part, in terms of agency of real actors rather than 

institutional renderings, the scholarship on elite private schools detailed above has 

tended to focus on students and their agency (Forbes & Lingard, 2014; Gaztambide-

Fernández, 2011; Gaztambide-Fernandez & DiAquoi, 2010; Greenhalgh-Spencer et al., 

2014; McCarthy et al., 2014). Yet, it is arguable that the practices and discourses that 

can be seen in the student body occur in some inflection within other stakeholder groups 

at the elite private school. Teachers in particular appear relatively silent in the elite 

private school studies compared to the voices of students, parents and school leaders 

that are more directly evidenced. I turn to the considerations about teachers in the next 

section. 

 

Teachers in Elite Private Schools 

This section discusses the sociological literature regarding teachers in elite private 

schools. One may imagine ‘Mr. Chips’ in the mind’s eye when thinking about elite 

private school teacher of the English Public Schools, but by the end of the 20th century, 

times had changed. I trace the historical trajectory of the scholarly visions of this in-

between worker to explore how teachers have been conceptualised over time and to 

highlight what remains to be known.  

 

Early Studies 

Seminal scholarship investigating the work of teachers in the USA context visioned 

them as ‘workers’ in elite private schools, as “pious heads and earnest teachers” (Persell 

& Cookson Jr., 1985, p. 41). Cookson Jr and Persell (1985) described teachers as the 

"heart and soul" of the elite private school, who were “missionaries to the rich" (p. 85) 

where "devotion and sacrifice" (p. 85) was the norm. However, there were also 

glimpses of alterity, where visions sometimes emerged in depictions of the early 

Headmasters in elite private schools, of “radicals and reactionaries, intellectuals and 

hearties, clerics and laymen” (Mangan, 1998, p. 23).  
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As early as the 1970s, Walford (1984) in the UK was observing how the ‘gentlemanly 

professionalism’ of the public schoolmasters had begun to give way to the imperatives 

of curriculum standardisation and parental pressure for as good examination results “as 

their money can buy” (Walford, 1984, p. 129). The pressure for results had already 

begun to de-professionalise the elite school teacher, “restrict[ing] their autonomy by 

forcing them to neglect wider educational issues…” (Walford, 1984, p. 129). In 

Australia, as Connell, Kessler, Dowsett and Ashenden (1982) also brought into view the 

perspective of ruling class parents who “characteristically [saw] teachers as their paid 

agents: skilled and expert, agents nevertheless” (p. 128). While Connell et al. (1982) 

argued that teacher professionalism and the protection of ‘strong principal’ were means 

by which parent interference was headed, there was still little elaboration on how or if 

teachers exercised their own agency. In Kenway’s (1988) Australian study, it was 

shown that teachers were participating in active meaning-making around issues of class 

and gender, where it was clear that “individual settlements [were] … as equally fragile 

and subject to social power relationships as [were] wider-scale social settlements” (p. 

734).  

 

Kenway (1988) raised the spectre of complicity and contradiction, or as she put it both 

the moments of ‘tidiness and tension’, which suggests that there is more to discover 

about the teacher-subject that could speak to agency not accommodated by elite 

institutional narratives. Kenway’s (1988) work extended Connell et al.’s (1982) findings, 

suggesting that teachers were active in their defensive repertoires, which helped them 

make sense of their circumstance, but also legitimised their participation in it. Kenway 

(1988) found that teachers were defensive and uncomfortable discussing privilege, 

suggesting the students were ‘just kids’, or that to suggest the student cohort were all 

rich was to ignore the diversity of their student population or the ‘struggling parents’ or 

the parents who ‘work extremely hard’ to afford the opportunity of elite schooling for 

their sons. However, as Kenway put it “teachers use an educational rather than 

sociological lens” (p. 496), which in turn led her to focus on a ‘readings’ of their 

‘educational concerns’ in order to excavate their understandings, working the ems and 

ens of text and talk to produce their sociological accounts of teaching life in elite 

schools.   
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In USA studies, teachers are also seen as deeply entangled in cultural practices that 

produce elite subjectivities through elite curriculum (Goodson, Cookson Jr, & Persell, 

1997), and a ‘deep-bonding’ between teachers and students (Gaztambide-Fernández, 

2009). Khan (2011) portrayed teachers as sharing “a commitment to the importance of 

the place where they work and the enterprise they are involved in” (p. 57).  There are 

even more rosy pictures of teachers in elite settings such as Lawrence-Lightfoot’s 

(2008) participant-observer studies of elite schools, which showed how teachers nurture 

students in an atmosphere of “love and caring” (p. 232). Teachers are cast as “‘experts’ 

of the body, mind, and soul” (p. 234).  Likewise in Peshkin’s (2001) depiction of the 

elite school teachers in the USA, the researcher produced an account of elite schooling, 

where every teacher was dedicated to their school, yet the author deliberately avoided 

using “snippets from non effervescent performers” (p. 51, emphasis added). Peshkin 

also discovered “pedagogical riches” (p. 56) amongst these conscientious teachers and 

stressed out workaholics. Yet they stay “captured by the promise and fulfilment of 

being and Academy teacher” (p. 68).  

 

The Question of Teacher Agency 

Elite private school teachers have been rarely seen in the literature as agentic in their 

own right. There are limited exceptions. In the USA, critical pedagogues such as 

Howard, Wheeler and Polimeno (2014), seeing the possibilities for agency for social 

justice and democratic imperatives within elite spaces, have sought to intervene directly 

in the processes of reproduction by attempting to problematise and influence privileged 

students’ identities. Howard et al.’s (2014) study traces out possibilities for teachers’ 

pedagogical practice in elite spaces, which may be mobilised by egalitarian urges. 

Another similar example was Cole’s (2008) unpublished doctoral dissertation of her 

participatory action-research in elite private schools in the US. In her study, Cole 

attempted to create an environment where difficult conversations and taboo topics could 

“become gateways to more critical threads of dialogue” (p. 149). What is different about 

this study to its more well know USA counterparts is the focus on teachers, where they 

were invited to “question why things are the way they are, and to flesh out trouble-spots 

where there seemed to be none…” (p. 344). Yet even in this work, the “sacred, secret, 

and cover stories at the level of the school” (Cole, 2008, p. 343) are absent, because the 

focus of the work is on teacher’s understandings in regard to their middle-class values 

and understandings of multiculturalism. 

 



 41 

In one of the few Australian studies that included teacher subjectivities in the elite 

private boys’ schools since Kenway’s (1988) seminal research, is Yeo’s (2016) study at 

an all-boys’ elite private school in Australia. Here the author was focusing on Asian 

student subjectivities. However, in this study, any notion of a diversity in teacher 

subjectivities becomes effaced by a generalising notion that the school actively hire 

(and actively promote in their marketing materials) men who embody the traditional 

characteristics of masculinity “with the mandate to be the provider, leader and protector” 

of an ideal nuclear family (Yeo, 2016, p. 22). This research stemmed from the multi-site 

international study Elite schools in globalising circumstances: A multi-sited global 

ethnography research project (McCarthy & Kenway, 2014).  

 

Considering the international scope of this study, the publications from this study have 

focused their elaborations on issues of internationalisation of elite schools and elite 

transnationality (Kenway, 2018; Kenway et al., 2017; Kenway, Langmead, & Epstein, 

2015). However, when it comes to school staff there has been a tendency to focus 

primarily on school administrators as “key actors” (Fahey & Prosser, 2015, p. 1036) and 

‘chief choreographers’ (Kenway et al., 2017, p. 108). Nevertheless, a very recent 

publication by Kenway (2018) discusses the teachers’ in the Australian elite private 

school that participated in this multisite study. Kenway suggested that it was “affections 

and affects [that] set teachers’ working lives in motion” (p. 99) and that they come to 

desire or ‘love’ their school for a variety of socio-emotional reasons; for example, pride 

in the success of the school and social status that comes with being an elite school 

teacher or from having taught luminary alumni. However, Kenway does suggest that 

teachers “occupy a contradictory position.... [having] little in common with their clients; 

their salaries are invariably meager in comparison” (pp. 98-99). Yet, Kenway’s portrait 

of teachers’ projects is nevertheless co-extensive with that of the school, where teachers 

are rendered as being “thoroughly enlisted, by the school” (p. 98). 

 

In studies of elite private girls schools in the UK, teachers only appear somewhat more 

agentic; for example, deploying feminist studies against the heteronormative traditions 

that the elite private school valorises (Forbes & Lingard, 2013; Maxwell & Aggleton, 

2009a). Yet, these urgencies are hardly destabilising, but instead are easily 

accommodated within liberal education discourse and even add value to the 

programmes of elite private schools. Likewise, in a study of elite private girls schools in 

Scotland, teachers also appear articulating in ostensibly holistic/meritocratic practices 
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and discourses that appear to mediate the tensions between exclusiveness and 

meritocracy (Forbes & Lingard, 2013).  

 

In India, Sriprakash et al.’s (2016) study, teachers are agentic, but in institutionally 

helpful ways. In this study, the asymmetries of power and privilege of the elite private 

school and its students are seen to be mystified and flattened out through pedagogical 

intervention in terms of service learning and the inclusion of non-elite others in learning 

experiences at the elite school. Similarly, in a study of five elite private schools in China, 

Moosung (2016) brings a view of teachers discussing service-learning programmes of 

their International Baccalaureate programme. This tendency in elite private school 

sociological research, where inquiry appears limited to discussions of classroom 

pedagogy/curriculum is perhaps unsurprising considering the sensitivities of outsiders 

asking questions about the intimate details of school life. It is also not surprising that 

teachers would endorse the activities of their schools in these accounts and respond to 

the interjections of interviewers in predictably positive ways, or at most candidly 

begrudge the more obvious contradictions of their role (Fahey & Prosser, 2015).  

 

Discovering the Teacher Subject 

Teachers subjectivities are typically found assessed more indirectly through school 

publications; for example, prospectuses, websites, and blogs (Brooks & Waters, 2014; 

Drew, Gottschall, Wardman, & Saltmarsh, 2016; Gottschall et al., 2010; Kenway, 

Fahey, & Koh, 2013; Meadmore & Meadmore, 2004; Wardman et al., 2010; Waters & 

Brooks, 2015), indirectly in students’ perceptions (Allan, 2010; Gaztambide-Fernández, 

2011; Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Kenway & Lazarus, 2017; Kuriloff & Reichert, 2003) 

and in scholarly commentary (Clark & Bono, 2016; Kenway, 2018; Saltmarsh, 2016), 

which have arguably had an effect of positioning the teacher as an extension of the elite 

institutional object.  

 

These reifications of the myriad of institutional practices as ontologically grounded 

objects minus a view of their agency, has a discursive effect of reducing teachers to 

seamless “servants of forces beyond their control” (Connell, Dowsett, Kessler, & 

Ashenden, 1981, p. 115). As a result, the teachers have been short-handedly located in 

the shadows of a more convenient monolithic entity or collective category like the ‘elite 

school’ (see Who are the elites? sub-section, in the Researcher Positionality section, in 

Chapter Three). Yet as Smith (2009) rightfully argues, the social science researcher 
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must be careful not to be content then with chimeras, such as taking institutional forms 

and researcher concepts as ontological givens, but instead must “discover actual people 

active in the social relations that the categories [for example, gender, race, ethnicity] 

express and reflect but do not make observable” (p. 76). 

 

Substantive studies that include teachers’ perspectives of their own practices, their 

modes of collegial relating, relating to parents, boys and administrators, whether they 

are active or silent around issues of social justice, how they justify or negate criticisms 

of elite private schooling, their challenges and so on, are missing. In the Australian 

context, this situation is doubly so. Considering all the contradictions and tensions that 

appear regarding student subjectivities (for example, Allan, 2010; Kenway & Lazarus, 

2017; Wang, 2016; Yeo, 2016), questions surely arise about where the teachers are in 

all this.  

 

Gender 

One would expect there are tensions with teachers’ experiences around issues of gender 

and masculinity in elite private boys’ schools. Even if one were to consider the historic 

and profane visions of the homosociality of English Public School life and same-sex 

desire that emerged in the public consciousness through the trial of Oscar Wilde in 1895 

(Harvey, 2012). Perhaps more salient in the contemporary era is how the English Public 

School teacher cohort has evolved from the anachronism of “the medieval baron in his 

castle” (Walford, 1986, p. 114) to an eclectic and heterogeneous mix of individuals now 

indistinct from their state school counterparts. This new mix of teachers includes that of 

an increasing number of female teachers who had started to enter the British elite 

private school system. The female teacher in Walford’s (1986) account was seen to 

enter a male domain and find the social isolation of their situation and marginalisation 

by the male staff, through everyday sexism or simply being ignored, quite traumatic. 

Walford (1986) concluded that the roles adopted by most of the women typically 

“reinforce[d] sexist, familial and heterosexist norms” (p. 183). Why this was the case, 

that is, what precisely are the mechanisms by which these female teachers adopt these 

roles, or resist these roles are not visible in Walford’s account. However, this UK study 

affirms Cookson Jr and Persell’s (1985) study in the USA in the same period. 

 

In the Australian context, we have to go back to Kenway’s (1988) doctoral work, which 

some 30 years ago described the ‘boorish’ masculinity of the boys in elite private 
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schools and its impacts on female teachers. Kenway provided a few accounts from male 

teachers who suggested that the boys’ obsessions with young female teachers was “just 

a crush thing” (p. 530), that the boys’ sexual interest in female teachers was under the 

control of the teacher and “surfaces as much as a [teacher] wants it to” (p. 529). 

Kenway also found that the gender regimes in the elite private schools that she studied 

were sexist, where the teaching staff regarded mothers as either neglectful or irrelevant. 

As one teacher in her study noted, even the school’s parenthood course was 

stereotypical in reproducing the idea that “mum has babies, dad is good provider” (p. 

532). These brief accounts of female teachers’ experiences, from their male 

counterpart’s perspective, provide a small glimpse of female teachers’ experiences in 

elite private boys’ schools. Yet overall, there is a lack of visibility in the elite 

sociological literature in recent times of these experiences between teachers and their 

students, which speak to more transgressive modalities of relating. 

 

This section has outlined the conception of teachers and their agencies in the 

sociological literature on elite private schooling. What is missing in the sociological 

literature on elite private schools, is how the modern mix of teachers mediate their 

current circumstance, how they may/may not utilise the various discursive repertoires, 

relations and practices within their schools to enact their own agency, and even how 

they make sense of their role in elite private schooling and their relation to power and 

privilege. Since the substantive work of Connell et al. (1982) and Kenway (1988) some 

three decades ago, and even considering the work in more recent times from the Elite 

schools in globalising circumstances: A multi-sited global ethnography research 

project (McCarthy & Kenway, 2014), this gap in our understandings of teachers in elite 

private schools persists.  

 

Implications of the Literature Review 

In the survey of the literature I have argued that lens on the agency of teachers today 

still remains relatively absent. Too often the teacher-worker is subsumed by academic 

imaginaries that en-vision the “powerful role of the school” (McCarthy & Kenway, 

2014, p. 167, emphasis added) as a monolithic overman almost by default. I am 

understandably sceptical about a hand-in-glove fit between teachers and their elite 

institutions, especially when actors who arguably have their own agency are left out of 

the social equation. It is entirely conceivable that without the teachers’ voice, without an 
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opportunity to speak back to academic representations and everyday politics, that they 

more easily become relegated to a passive role as agents of the elite private school.  

 

As I have argued, since Kenway’s (1988) work almost thirty years ago, there has been 

no in-depth study of teachers lives in elite private schools in Australia. This research 

project attempts to address this lacuna, because the social, technological and political 

circumstances have evolved and changed in the intervening years, as much if not more 

than can be seen in the evolution of schooling from colonial days. If elite student 

subjectivities are changing in response to globalising exigencies of the labour market, 

then it is arguable that elite private school teachers likewise face changes to their own 

social position wrought by these emergent issues. However, I am not arguing that elite 

sociological research is grossly negligent or broadly generalising, which is not the case, 

or that the research into elite private schooling only offers a socially reproductive 

account of teachers’ work. Instead, what I am asserting is that without a lens 

specifically on teachers, they are afforded little space for their agency reducing them to 

“agents of reproduction” (Broadfoot, 1978, p. 79), which facilitates the insinuation of 

domination without remainder.  

 

To borrow from Kenway (2014), I also ask, “where is the subaltern?” (p. 7), but I 

allocate this imagining to teachers as well. If discord in the teacher ranks in elite private 

schools has been absent, then potentially “what has been missed out is the ordinary 

rebel, his role, and his perceptions” (Bhadra, 1988, p. 130, emphasis in original). There 

are few counter-narratives in the literature that evidence teachers’ practices and beyond 

the grip of elite reproduction. This returns me to my study in the Australian context and 

the focus of my primary research question, which seeks to determine the transformative 

capacity of teacher agency elite private schools in Australia.  

 

As the literature review has shown, very little is known, if at all, about the progressive 

urgencies and projects of teachers within these privileged spaces beyond the expected 

commentaries that construct their employers in a positive light. There are also 

significant gaps in our understandings of how teachers relate with each other and with 

their administrators in these schools. There is also an absence regarding the role of 

teachers in relation to the accounts of sexual violence that is visible in media reports and 

outside-in scholarship. There is also a gap in our knowledge of how teachers come into 

their understandings within their elite private schools, whether they resist or mediate the 
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myriad of contradictory imperatives that are immanent to the elite private school’s 

project, and whether there are complications of practice that ensnare them as the 

literature would have us believe occurs without exception. 

 

These are not merely gaps in visibility, but a missing link in our understandings of just 

how elite private school institutions are sustained by potentially disparate actors. 

Without a lens on these everyday practices of teachers, the specificities of relating, how 

they mediate the discursivities of text, talk and material arrangements, it is arguable that 

one cannot hope to discover their ‘deep politic’ (Gitlin, 2005). Without these 

specificities, teachers are effectively written out of the script and a potential agency for 

change will remain untapped. 
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Chapter Three - Research Framework 
 

In the first section of this chapter, A Foucauldian Toolkit, I begin by elaborating on 

Foucault’s concepts of knowledge/power, the dispositif, and his ideas on heterotopias, 

concluding with how postmodern cartographers have nuanced these geographies of the 

social. Following this, in the Ecological Thinking section, I pay close attention to how 

Foucault conceptualises both agency and complicity, and expand on these 

conceptualisations using a socio-ecological focus. In the Accounting for Entanglements 

section, I then examine my own researcher standpoint and issues of power and truth, 

explored through thinking about the partisan nature of representation in elite scholarship. 

 

In An ‘Epistemology of Complexity’, I discuss the methodology of a multi-site case-

study approach used in the study, which relies on managing a complexity of theoretical 

tools and empiricism using the concept of the bricolage (Kincheloe, 2001). In the next 

section, Navigating the Bricolage, I examine how I navigated these complexities 

through modes of reflexivity, triangulation, pragmatic bracketing strategies and the 

concept of an interpretative community. I conclude this chapter with The Ethical 

Relation section, examining the ethics of the process of research, including a discussion 

on how risks for participation were managed. 

 

A Foucauldian Toolkit 

My engagement with Foucault as a theorist and critical thinker began when I received a 

copy of Discipline and Punish (Foucault, 1977) a number of years ago. To say it was a 

watershed moment in my thinking about my role as a teacher is probably to understate 

Foucault’s impact on me at that time. However, it has not been an easy relationship, as 

the opacity of his writing on the one hand, and the destabilisation of the typical moral 

grounds of oppositional practice, have been difficult to reconcile with my own 

emancipatory impulses. Nevertheless, Foucault’s writing has undeniably had a profound 

impact on my thinking and more broadly, on Western sociology and philosophy, 

whether this be a good thing or not (Peters & Besley, 2007; Preparata, 2007). I approach 

Foucault’s work with some trepidation, but I am comforted by the knowledge that it is 

not necessary or even advisable to read Foucault in a tightly prescriptive manner or on 

my knees as it were. Instead, I view Foucault’s ideas as a toolkit of ways to think about 
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the social, in terms of starting points and ways of knowing, rather than as a strict 

methodology that achieves closure over the gamut of all possible trajectories of inquiry. 

 

A Foucauldian Analysis 

To begin with, a critical discourse analysis based on Foucault’s oeuvre, is not just about 

an analysis of text and talk. As Hall puts it discourse is “not merely a ‘linguistic’ 

concept. It is about language and practice” (Hall, 2001, p. 72, emphasis in original). 

Discourse is thus understood as “sui generis material realities” (Jäger, 2001, p. 36). This 

is a crucial point to emphasise, because as Hook (2001b) argues, the idea of discourse as 

a form of social practice still has a tendency to focus on text as a central carrier of 

discourse. Read against Foucault’s later works, authors like Hook (2001b) have been at 

pains to point out that Foucault was “involved in a concerted attempt to restore 

materiality to what, in the Anglo-American tradition, has remained the largely linguistic 

concept of discourse” (p. 43), that is, to show that “the power in language links to, and 

stems from, external, material and tactical forms of power” (Hook, 2001a, pp. 529-530). 

In this sense, text and talk are only a part of the ensemble of discursive formations, what 

I refer to as discursivities, which that regulate the social body. The implication for the 

analysis that follows this disposition,  

 

[is] a refusal of analyses couched in terms of the symbolic field or the 
domain of signifying structures, and [instead takes as its form] a recourse 
to analyses in terms of the genealogy of relations of force, strategic 
developments, and tactics. Here I believe, one’s point of reference should 
not be to the great model of language (langue) and signs, but to that of war 
and battle. (Foucault, 1980, p. 114, emphasis in original) 
 

In Foucauldian terms, the disembodied or decontextualisation of analysis, that is, 

analysis limited to text, is suspect because it sanitises the material and corporeal 

dimensions of discourse and discursive effects, “reducing it to the calm Platonic form of 

language and dialogue” (Foucault, 1980, p. 115). Foucault’s (1980) discourse analysis 

thus reveals text and talk as “tactical weapon[s]” (p. 22). Crucial to the tactical usages 

of discourse is Foucault’s concept of the reciprocity of knowledge and power, that is, 

the knowledge/power nexus. As Jäger (2001) argues, “[d]iscourses exercise power as 

they transport knowledge … [and they are] the basis of individual and collective action 

and the formative action that shapes reality” (p. 38). Yet, it is crucial to point out that 

Foucault was not concerned with the internality of power, or “power at the level of 

conscious intention or decision” (Foucault, 1980, p. 97). Rather, he viewed power as a 
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circulation of knowledge that produced both corporeal individuals and political subjects 

as objects of concern and vehicles of power: 

 

The individual is not to be conceived as a sort of elementary nucleus, a 
primitive atom, a multiple and inert material on which power comes to 
fasten or against which it happens to strike, and in so doing subdues or 
crushes individuals. In fact, it is already one of the prime effects of power 
that certain bodies, certain gestures, certain discourses, certain desires, 
come to be identified and constituted as individuals. (Foucault, 1980, p. 98) 

 

In the excerpt above, Foucault argues that things and objects are radically constituted 

within the field of knowledge/power, such that knowledge/power is ontogenetic. This 

ontological commitment suggests that a Foucauldian analysis is not one where one is 

engaging in phenomenological encounters with fully formed objects, but attempting to 

discern the mechanisms by which phenomenon are produced for us in intelligible ways. 

As Foucault has so oft been quoted, discourses are “practices that systematically form 

the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1970a, p. 49). Thus a Foucauldian 

perspective would not see these categories of things in the social as a priori, but as 

constructed for us in discursive ensembles. Even the self is not so much an objective 

reality, but “a recent invention … a new wrinkle in our knowledge” (Foucault, 1970b, p. 

xxiii).  

 

Foucault’s (1970b) epistemological stance understands that while there may be things 

out there, that these things only becomes meaningful and coherent, that is, things-for-us 

rather than things-in-themselves, when they become objects of knowledge within 

discourse. Thus, Deleuze (1988) quite rightly interprets Foucault as engaged in 

epistemological questions rather than phenomenological exercises of discovering the 

meaning of things that are always-already disclosed in the social. It follows then, that a 

Foucauldian analysis is an attempt to “open up words, phrases and propositions, open 

up qualities, things and objects” (Deleuze, 1988, p. 53, emphasis in original). As Hook 

(2001a) suggests, this is because the self-evident, the common-sense, the natural or the 

scientific, are some of the most powerful discourses that shape the way one 

communicates and makes sense of the world. The analytical task then is to return a 

visibility to discourse that has been disappeared,  

 

[to show how] a particular discourse can figure at one time as the 
programme of an institution, and at another it can function as a means of 
justifying or masking a practice which itself remains silent, or as a 
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secondary re-interpretation of this practice, opening out a new field of 
rationality. (Foucault, 1980, pp. 194-195) 

 

To this end, Foucault’s (1971) first methodological injunction is one of recognising the 

“negative activity of the cutting out” (p. 22) of discourse, that is, the work the discourse 

does in its silences, taken-for-granted assumptions, in and amongst the interstices of the 

self-evident. This sensitivity, also orientates the analysis of teachers’ work-worlds in 

ways that recognise the blind spots and biases that come with my researcher standpoint 

and the location of this study within academic discourses (see Accounting for 

Entanglements section, this chapter). 

 

Foucault’s (1971) second principle is to treat discourse “as a discontinuous activity, its 

different manifestations sometimes coming together, but just as easily unaware of, or 

excluding each other” (p. 22). This is precisely because social institutions and practices 

are “fundamentally contingent, with dispersed beginnings and piecemeal development” 

(Kendall & Wickham, 1999, p. 122). In Foucault’s thinking, power is rooted in “forms 

of behaviour, bodies and local relations of power[,] which should not at all be seen as a 

simple projection of central power” (Foucault, 1980, p. 201). This understanding is 

critical to seeing the social in all its complexity and contingencies, rather than thinking 

of relations and institutions as seamless or top-down enactments of power (see 

discussion in The Dispositif sub-section below). In this sense, Foucault upends the 

classical analysis of power to reveal it as capillarity of relations, discourses and 

practices. As Foucault (1980) argues,  

 

[o]ne must rather conduct an ascending analysis of power, starting, that is, 
from its infinitesimal mechanisms, which each  have their own history, 
their own trajectory, their own techniques and tactics, and then see how 
these mechanisms of power have been – and continue to be – invested, 
colonised, utilised, involuted, transformed, displaced, extended [and so on]. 
(Foucault, 1980, p. 99) 

 

The third principle that Foucault (1971) invokes, is to recognise that the practice of 

discourse is a “violence that we do to things ... a practice we impose upon them” (p. 22). 

In this sense, the world does not transparently disclose itself, making itself legible in 

text and talk, but must be deciphered through understanding that discourses, including 

our own, orders and constructs the world and our perceptions of it.  This is a crucial 

point that animates the various bracketing and triangulation strategies to pragmatically 

deal with the limitations of one’s own biases, and embeddedness within a scholarly 
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community and practice (see Navigating the Bricolage section, this chapter). Thus, 

discourse is deeply implicated in the circulations and reciprocity of power and 

knowledge. 

 

The fourth principle Foucault (1971) claims is to eschew the idea that there is a hidden 

interiority to discourse. This focuses my attention on the “practices aimed at producing 

certain sorts of persons, not as a collection of phenomena which hold meanings like a 

bank” (Kendall & Wickham, 1999, p. 122), but as ontogenetic. In this sense, the goal of 

a Foucauldian analysis is not to find a hidden truth, but to unpack how truth is produced, 

to search out the basis on which truth claims are made and who benefits from the 

discourses being analysed (Hook, 2001a). This is a crucial vector of my analysis, 

because teachers in elite private schools are then necessarily constructed subjects, not 

only in discourses of power they encounter, but their own discourses and their own 

agency. 

 

Power and Agency 

Power in a Foucauldian sense does not articulate from above, or from some central 

fixed point, but is enacted in and by relations themselves through which certain 

knowledges are mobilised while others are silenced. Yet it is not a case of power that is 

everywhere and thus paradoxically nowhere at the same time as some have argued 

(Preparata, 2007). It is instead a view of power not reduced to the vicissitudes of 

repression (Foucault, 1980), but power as reciprocal albeit asymmetrical relation or 

relations (Foucault, 1997).  

 

Relations of power in a Foucauldian sense are inscribed by the heterogeneous ensemble 

of text, talk, practices, rituals, material arrangements, which emphasises the diffuse 

nature of power and steps away from theorising power as domination alone. As 

Foucault once argued, “we need to cut off the King’s head” (Foucault, 1980, p. 121). 

This concept of a “multiform production of [power] relations” (Foucault, 1980, p.142) 

is a crucial vector for my analysis, which ultimately seeks to determine the 

transformative capacity of teacher agency in spaces where one would think their agency 

would be likely constrained. This Foucauldian view of power makes space for the 

agency of actors caught within the web of these asymmetries of relating such that they 

are not without their own agency, because it is precisely agency within these relations, 

which defines power and its limits (Foucault, 1982).  
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On the one hand Foucault make it clear that individuals actively participate in the 

production in power relations because “in order for there to be a movement from above 

to below there has to be a capillarity from below to above at the same time” (Foucault, 

1980, p. 201). Yet, he also notes that the potential of resistance is also immanent to the 

exercise of power: 

 

Power is exercised only over free subjects, and insofar as they are free. By 
this we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced with a field of 
possibilities in which several ways of behaving, several reactions and 
diverse comportments may be realized [sic]. (Foucault, 1982, p 790) 

 

For Foucault, power relations that are “buried deep in the social nexus” (Foucault, 1982, 

p. 791), can only exist concomitantly with free subjects. Thus agency exists precisely as 

a necessary articulation of the freedom, which defines power or at the very least its 

limits (Foucault, 1982). For example, in Foucault’s examination of the disciplinarity of 

the prison and the school (Foucault, 1977), the technologies of power that both produce 

and place limitations on subjects such as the “saturating regimes of visibility” (Hook, 

2007, p. 18), the arrangement of space and the regulation of bodies (Foucault, 1977), 

still do not achieve closure over all contingencies. This is perhaps why Foucault came to 

admit that he had “perhaps insisted too much on the technology of domination and 

power” (Foucault, 1988b, p. 19), when the purpose of his work was to instead “show 

the arbitrariness of institution and show which space of freedom we can still enjoy and 

how many changes can still be made” (Foucault, 1988b, p. 11).  

 

I seek to explore the potential of this teacher-subject in elite private schools, in what 

still persistently appears as a broad narrative of reproduction without remainder. If 

individuals, as Foucault (1988b) suggests, can “effect by their own means or with the 

help of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, 

conduct, and way[s] of being …”  (p. 18), then the agentic potential of teachers in elite 

private schools is an immanent potential, no matter how marginal this may be. These 

‘technologies of self’ (Foucault, 1988b) implicate the agency of the subject, because a 

subject by this definition “assumes responsibility for the constraints of power … 

[inscribing] in himself the power relation … [becoming] the principal of his own 

subjection” (Foucault, 1977, pp. 202-203). This is a crucial element in how Foucault 

conceives agency, that is, that actors by definition are active in their own emancipatory 
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impulses as much as they are active in modes of subjectification. Teachers in elite 

private schools are thus responsibilised for their agency, which is an immanent 

condition no less, no matter to what ends they are tilted. As Kritzman suggests, “the 

technique of the self is inextricably linked to the moral formation of an individual for 

whom the process of subjectivization [sic] is an ontological as well as a social question” 

(Foucault, 1988a, Introduction, p. xxiv).  

 

The subject, while placed in relations of power, production and signification, also 

embodies a permanent “agonistic ... [marked by the] recalcitrance of will and the 

intransigence of freedom” (Foucault, 1982, p.790). Thus I am necessarily taken up in 

questions of power versus freedom, agency versus determinism. In this study, these are 

questions that seek out the agency of teachers and their capacity to initiate change from 

within. These are not the orthodox questions about modes of domination or exploitation, 

which ipso facto alienate individuals from the products of their labour, but instead 

signal struggles around questions of identity and forms of subjectivity (Pile, 1997). As 

Foucault (1982) asks, “who are we?” (Foucault, 1982, p. 781). If agency is the “‘We’[,] 

which together seeks strategically to transform [social institutions]” (Archer, 2000, p. 

11), that is, as a collective social enactment, then the question should surely be, who do 

we become? Or perhaps better still, for the purposes of this study of teachers in-the-

middle of power and privilege, who do they become in the mouth of power? 

 

The Dispositif 

The implication of this Foucauldian account of agency amid the productivity and 

constraints of discourse, and the vicissitudes of disciplinary power actualised in 

relations and visibilities, is that it provides a way to think about the entanglements of 

teachers in elite private schools and the potential of their agency. This agency logically 

provides a modicum of chance that things may go otherwise and that resistance and 

mediation may at times occur. 

 

Foucault’s (1980) conception of the dispositif (or dispositive) opens up precisely this 

type of contingency, by highlighting the multiplicity of discursive practices, actions and 

manifestations or materialisations of acting and doing, which organise social space. As 

Bussolini (2010) suggests, “the dispositive is a tool for analyzing [sic] or understanding 

a multiplicity of forces in movement and contest … [and to] think about power in the 

perpetually dynamic social field” (p. 90). Bussolini (2010) also argues that Foucault’s 
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dispositif outlines “a particular configuration at a particular time that orients power 

relations, and resistances” (p. 89). I want to be careful here to emphasise that the 

dispositif is not being read here as a deterministic superstructure, but as a system of 

relations that can be discerned, not simply as an overman, but as a “set of practices and 

mechanisms ... that aim to face an urgent need and to obtain an effect that is more or 

less immediate” (Agamben, 2009, p. 8). As Foucault argues: 

 

What I’m trying to pick out with this term is, firstly, a thoroughly 
heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural 
forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific 
statements, philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions - in short, 
the said as much as the unsaid. (Foucault, 1980, p. 194) 

 

A dispositif analysis is more akin to a critical genealogy than discourse analysis 

corralled within text (Yates & Hiles, 2010). A dispositif analysis is a crucial aspect of 

my analysis that expands the scope of discourse to take in the broader complexity of 

teachers’ work. This approach admits both diachronic and synchronic exigencies in site-

level as well as superordinate systems that have a bearing on teachers’ practice and 

understandings; for example, curriculum and testing mechanisms of the state. Most 

central to a dispositif analysis is explicating its strategic nature: 

 

The apparatus is essentially of a strategic nature, which means assuming 
that it is a matter of a certain manipulation of relations of forces, either 
developing them in a particular fashion, blocking them, stabilising them, 
utilising them, etc. The apparatus is thus always inscribed in a play of 
power. (Foucault, 1980, p. 196) 

 

The tactical/strategic nature of the dispositif emerges because its “major function at a 

given historical moment [is] that of responding to an urgent need” (Foucault, 1980, p. 

195, emphasis in original). This urgency provokes responses and the assembling of 

various things, such as “speech, people, knives, cannons, institutions, and so on in order 

to mend the ‘leaks’” (Jäger, 2001, p. 41). Thus the dispositif is perceived to function as 

an adaptive system that mobilises to respond to threat (and perhaps also opportunity). 

Agamben (2009) interprets Foucault similarly, suggesting that we are all in one way or 

the other taken up in “hand-to-hand combat with apparatuses” (p. 17), which he likens 

to “literally anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, orientate, determine, 

intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, behaviours, opinions, or discourses of 

living beings” (p. 14). A dispositif analysis has crucial implications for teachers’ 
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practice, leadership and indeed policy around education reform, because it elucidates 

how institutional systems adapt to both internal and external imperatives.  

 

Foucault’s Heterotopology 

One of the final elements of my methodological toolkit is Foucault’s notion of social 

space (Foucault, 1998; Foucault & Miskowiec, 1986). If discourse cannot be reduced to 

text alone and its materiality places discourse within the domain of practice, then if 

follows that the material arrangement of space, architectural forms and the functions of 

spaces, are also discursively oriented. For example, as Driver (1985) argues, Foucault’s 

Discipline and Punish (Foucault, 1977) allocates a role to space as part of a set of 

disciplinary technologies, through modes of confinement and distribution in the school 

and the prison. As Foucault (1986) put it, “the anxiety of our era has to do 

fundamentally with space, no doubt a great deal more than with time” (p. 22).  

 

The space in which we live, which draws us out of ourselves, in which the 
erosion of our lives, out time and our history occurs, the space that claws at 
us, that knaws [sic] at us, is also, in itself, a heterogeneous space. In other 
words, we do not live in a kind of void, inside of which we could place 
individuals and things … we live inside a set of relations that delineates 
sites which are irreducible to one another. (Foucault & Miskowiec, 1986, p. 
23) 

 

Foucault’s understanding above, translated into English some twenty years after his 

original lecture in 1966, is that one does not live in a vacuum, nor are the spaces where 

one lives out their lives merely places where objects disclose themselves for our 

inspection. As Driver (1985) contends, Foucault saw “spatial organisation as an 

important part of social, economic, and political strategies in particular contexts” (p. 

426). Foucault’s (1986) notion of heterotopia, sees space as temporal, corporeal, and 

profoundly social. Heterotopias “are spatial answers to a social problem” (Hook, 2007, 

p. 193). Thus Foucault’s heterotopia is not only yoked to symbolic/discursive aspects, 

but to elements of spatiality, existing in mirrors and textual spaces in as much as they 

are prisons and schools. Thus Hook (2007) rightly suggests that space can be treated as 

“an element of discourse … [in order to] apprehend something of the political role of 

space” (p. 178, emphasis in original). In Hook’s (2007) reckoning, if discourse is 

irreducible to text, that material arrangements and practices have discursive effects. As 

he suggests,  
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Quite clearly then, the discursive by no means precludes the spatial: [T]he 
identities, materiality and practical functionality of places, so long as they 
are social phenomenon that produce and contribute to the construction of 
social meaning, are amenable to discursive forms of analysis. (Hook 2007, 
p. 179) 

 

Foucault’s (1970b) notion of heterotopia, brings together the array of the author’s 

analytics with notions of space, to reveal how the “practices of power [are] realized [sic] 

in arrangements of space” (Hook, 2007, p. 205). As Foucault later came to remark 

“[s]pace is fundamental in any form of communal life; space is fundamental in any 

exercise of power” (Rabinow, 1984, p. 252). Power/knowledge is exercised over, and in 

return affirmed by, territories both material and virtual. In this way, spatiality is not the 

vis a vis of power writ large, but precisely what power is dependent on for its 

emergence. As Hook (2007) argues, “certain spaces become loaded with practical 

significance, with distinguishing ‘repertoires’ of practice ... [and] types of knowledge ... 

that reside ‘within’ it, which [are these spaces put] into play” (p. 179). This is a 

fundamental dimension of analysis that links to power/knowledge to space, which 

understands “that space is itself an element of discourse” (Hook, 2007, p. 178). This 

Foucauldian understanding of space is one where heterogeneous social possibilities 

open up through spatialities or social action over and through space.  

 

A Foucauldian heterotopology is thus “the study, analysis, description and ‘reading’ … 

of these different spaces” (Foucault & Miskowiec, 1986, p. 24). However, Thrift (2007) 

argued that in spite of his sensitivity to space as an important dimension of processes of 

subjectification and the social ordering and distribution of things, bodies, practices, that 

“Foucault tended to think of space in terms of orders … [which] made him both alive to 

space as a medium through which change could be effected and, at the same time, blind 

to a good part of space’s aliveness” (p. 55). This may be so, but as Soja (2011) argues 

Foucault does come to admit the centrality of space to his understanding of power, that 

is, the “spatialization [sic] of power” (p. 21). Similarly other post-Foucauldian 

cartographers have reworked Foucault’s ideas in increasing levels of subtlety to critique 

and explicate the relation of power/knowledge and space (Driver, 1985; Gregory, 1994; 

Thrift, 2007). As Foucault himself suggested, “a whole history remains to be written of 

spaces—which would at the same time be the history of powers” (Foucault, 1980, p. 

148).  
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These cartographic extensions of Foucault’s work, the conceptualisations of the active 

comportment of space, are particularly salient when one considers how active elite 

private schools are in their use of the ‘cloister’ (Wakeford, 1969) and their 

“aestheticized [sic] spaces” (Kenway & Prosser, 2015, p. 31) to produces spatialities of 

privilege: 

 

Elite schools’ walls, fences, gates, guards, security systems, entry rules and 
badges, and reception desks are bound to be ‘perceived and experienced’ 
differently according to one’s location in relation to them … the walls 
within elite schools also organise power, of a different order, ‘in and 
though space’. (Koh & Kenway, 2016, p. 6) 

 

In the excerpt above, Koh and Kenway point to the contestations over space and how 

privilege is produced “through intersecting and multiple spaces” (p. 6). Considering the 

virtual spaces of social media and the world wide web that have come to so pervasively 

intersect the everyday lives of teachers, it stands to reason that a way in which to think 

about the nature of space, both real and abstract, is critical in uncovering the nature of 

agency of teachers in the 21st century. As Koh and Kenway (2016) also argue, if spaces 

are contested, then this necessarily implicates actors on the ground, who are involved in 

the “work of space making, mapping and imagining” (p. 5). Thus, the various 

conceptualisations of ‘spatiality’ (Soja, 2011); for example, the social comportment of 

space (Lefebvre, 1991), space as an actualiser of knowledge/power (Gregory, 1994) and 

how “the constructions of place are oriented to a range of social actions – blaming, 

justifying, derogating, excusing, excluding and all the other things people do with 

words” (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000, p. 32), are crucial ideas on the social dimension of 

space. These derivative cartographic conceptions, refine Foucault’s notion of 

heterotopia and highlight the need to understand “strategic relationship of social actors 

with space” (Barthon & Monfroy, 2010, p. 178), which sensitises my Foucauldian 

analysis to “space’s aliveness” (Thrift, 2007, p. 55).  

 

This section has detailed a number of trajectories within Foucault’s range of analytics, 

which I utilise in the analysis and discussion of the findings of this thesis. To sensitise 

my analysis, I make use of Foucault’s understandings of the reciprocity of 

power/knowledge (Foucault, 1980), the dispositif (Deleuze, 1992; Foucault, 1980; Jäger, 

2001) and heterotopological ideas on spatiality (Foucault & Miskowiec, 1986), not to 

mention the agency of subjects in terms of their technologies of self (Foucault, 1988b). 

In the next section, I look at how the employment of ecological concepts in my study 
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can harmonise and further refine Foucault’s thinking around social assemblages and 

power in order to better conceptualise the interdependencies and contingencies that are 

clear implications the Foucauldian tenets discussed above. This is crucial to my thesis 

because ecological concepts of self in the social revitalises Foucault’s dispositif, 

decoupling it from linear conceptions of ‘vectors’ and ‘tensors’ (Deleuze, 1992), which 

seem almost phallocentric on reflection. Instead, an ecological approach draws attention 

to how things ‘hang together’ (Kemmis et al., 2014) in spaces, and how they are 

actualised by and within these spaces, yet still makes room for individual agency, which 

is the crux of this study’s focus.  

 

Refining Foucauldian Theory with Ecological Concepts 

In this section I posit an ecological lens for thinking about agency and the social. I argue 

that ‘ecological thinking’ (Code, 2006) can refine Foucault’s analytics within material 

dimensions of practice, corporeality and sociality, as a form of situated knowing 

(Haraway, 1988), which admits agency and “world-building” (Goffman, 1961b, p. 27). 

As Brenner (1994) argues, Foucault’s notions of power implicated agency, but agency 

itself remained an underworked concept. I begin however by discussing how ecological 

models can be applied to the ways we think about knowledge, in ways that move 

realism beyond objectivism to deal with the “degree of contingency [that] is always 

present in science” (Giere, 2006, p. 16). 

 

Ecological Thinking 

In the first place, ecological thinking (Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Code, 2006; Hoerl, 2017; 

Kemmis et al., 2014; Priestley et al., 2011) is a crucial departure from combative 

epistemic perspectives. An ecological view of social phenomena is an epistemic 

commitment that highlights the fact that binaries such as objectivism and social 

constructivism are false oppositions that veil the “profound complicity between [these] 

adversaries inserted in the same field” (Bourdieu, 1998, p.78). Code (2006) puts this 

position eloquently: 

 

[Ecological thinking] aims to reenlist the successes of empirical science 
together with other kinds of knowledge, reflexively and critically, in 
projects committed to understanding the implications and effects of such 
ways of knowing and acting … seeing nature and human nature as 
reciprocally engaged, intra-active. (p. 33) 
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In the excerpt above, Code suggests that ostensible oppositions can be thought of as 

ecologically connected and arranged, along with the spectrum of in-between 

accommodations. Yet, while this claim paradoxically seems to universalise and 

normalise the relativisation of epistemology, inserting an apparent dystopian meta-

narrative, it does not necessarily harmonise or stabilise individual epistemological 

commitments. Instead, an ecological understanding of truth, admits “how deeply 

socialized [sic] all knowledge processes are” (Reed, 1992, p. 12). And ecological 

understanding of knowledge resonates with Foucauldian sensibilities that eschew binary 

oppositions. As Foucault (1988a) argues, “we must escape from the dilemma of being 

either for or against … I even believe that the two things go together” (p. 154).   

 

I realise I am on a very slippery slope, because this ethico-epistemological commitment 

nevertheless raises the spectre of relativism as a potential critique, where any claim to 

new knowledge persistently threatens to disappear down the rabbit hole of radical doubt. 

However, ‘ecological realism’ (Reed, 1992) is not simply a question of competing 

truths, that is, an epistemological relativism, but an argument that multiplicity is the 

very natural consequence of ecological nature of the organisation of social-scientific 

practice or any social institution for that matter. Thus, an ecological lens makes way for 

a myriad of possibilities for knowing, without giving away realism altogether. An 

ecological realism then considers the location of subjects and the inter-subjective nature 

of knowledge productions and makes way a nuanced approach and a reflexivity that is a 

crucial dispositions in dealing with the entanglements and polarising oppositions that 

this study already forebodes (see Researcher Positionality sub-section in the Accounting 

for Entanglements section, this chapter). 

 

The ‘ecological turn’ (Hoerl, 2017) offers a crucial departure from linearity, orders and 

binary/oppositional thinking, as a unique way to make sense of the multiform and 

heterogeneous ensemble of truth games and plays of power within dispositifs. This type 

of plural realism, one where even oppositions can ecologically meshed, shifts the focus 

from dealing with an antagonism of facts to tracing out ‘power geometries’ (Massey, 

1993). This conceptualisation of the sociality of knowledge also shifts the focus from 

antagonistic points of view over truth claims to tracing out the relative 

successes/failures of enactments of power over ecologically arranged 

social/material/virtual territories. This is a critical epistemic position that directs me to 
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make sense of, rather than deny, the politics of privilege that can so easily infect the 

elite sociological work (see Truth and Power sub-section in the Accounting for 

Entanglements section, this chapter). 

 
Reformulating Concepts of Agency in Ecological Terms 

An ecological model of self in social systems also has explanatory power over agency. 

While Foucault saw the self, the subject, constituted through spatialities; for example, 

the prison, the clinic, the madhouse, yet his thoughts on the “political technologies of 

individuals” (Foucault, 1988b, p. 146), privileged historicity over space (Soja, 2016). 

Ecological thinking on agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2007) instead opens up a more 

grounded conception of Foucault’s technologies of self, bringing spatiality back into the 

consideration of the social within a broader tick-tock of history. For instance, according 

to Kemmis et al. (2014), teachers’ practices come to occupy various ecological “niches 

that enable and constrain the practices involved” (p. 271). These ecological 

arrangements, “of the sayings and doings and relatings of the practices involved” (p. 

271), suggest certain capacities and potentialities for agency, as well as constraints and 

restrictions, which are actualised over various spatialities and temporalities. Likewise, 

Biesta and Tedder (2007) sees agency as “something that is achieved through the active 

engagement of individuals with aspects of their contexts-for-action” (p. 132): 

 

Our actions and interactions (and our knowledge and skills and values, and 
our memories and desires, and our identities) are always enabled and 
constrained in, among and by the particular arrangements we encounter as 
we go through life, at every scale from the micro to the macro, and the 
local to the global, and on scales of time that range between the instant and 
the infinite. (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 6) 

 

This ecology of the self offers a means of thinking about individual agency as a situated 

and social accomplishment (Biesta & Tedder, 2007). As Emirbayer and Mische (1998) 

also argue, “dimensions of agency interpenetrate with diverse forms of [social] structure” 

(p. 963). This then makes possible a reformulation of Foucault’s ideas on 

power/knowledge/agency, the complexities of dispositifs and heterotopias, in ways that 

allows one to begin “thinking about structures and institutions in manners that condition 

and shape, but do not determine, behavior [sic]” (Dutton, 1995, p. 386-387). After all, 

while the various discursivities and assemblages that Foucault speaks of constructs 

subjects, subjectivities, and inter-subjectivities, yet these elements of the construction of 

the social also remain always-already contexts for social action (Biesta & Tedder, 2007). 



 61 

As Kemmis et al. (2014) suggest, “the particular contents of the sayings and doings and 

relatings of the practices involved ... become resources ... and help to form niches that 

enable and constrain the practices involved” (p. 271, emphasis in original). This 

ecological perspective is fundamental to understanding how teachers in elite private 

schools may be on the one hand constrained in their practices and thinking, but on the 

other, may also find niches that potentially enable their agency. As Tarde (2012) 

suggests, “not everything is completely co-opted - there are facets that escape” (p. 39). 

 

This section has discussed the onto-epistomological commitments of this study which 

focuses on how power articulates within ecologies of action and meaning, through 

various socio-ecological niches and contexts-for-action. I have argued that the 

ecological lens has strong coherences with Foucauldian analytics, while making room 

for agency precisely because ecological structuring is never linear, top-down or 

remotely deterministic. This perspective grounds Foucault’s ideas on agency, which he 

conceived as self-technologies, in social action that is both temporal and spatial in 

nature. However, the implication of the ‘ecological naturalism’ (Code, 2006) discussed 

in this section, is that the location of observer and observed, the researcher and the 

researched, situated in various subject locations within social assemblages and truth 

games, produces contingencies for after-the-fact knowledge claims. Not only does this 

produce issues around data quality, but it also highlights issues in regards to ethico-

political relations between researcher and their research subjects. I turn to these issues 

in the next two sections. To begin with I discuss issues of positionality and the biases 

inherent in elite schooling research. 

 

Accounting for Entanglements 

As noted in the Background section of the Chapter One, I have been an elite private 

school teacher myself and thus am ‘entangled’ in this study. This section discusses 

issues around this positionality, exploring how the relation between activist scholar and 

the elite school is delineated, which also raises questions about truth and power because 

“research is a power-driven act” (Kincheloe et al., 2011, p. 168). 

 

Researcher Positionality 

I am by Hellawell’s (2006) definition, an insider having intimate knowledge of the 

teaching community in elite private schools. This insider orientation assists in obtaining 
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“thick descriptions and rich understandings of social contexts that have relevance and 

resonance across social sites” (Macpherson, Brooker, & Ainsworth, 2000, p. 49). These 

understandings are made possible by an a priori sensitivity to the research space, 

whereas an outsider may be overly abstract and emotionally distant in their 

understandings (Kanuha, 2000). There are however, obvious pitfalls and blind spots for 

the insider-researcher; for example, over-familiarity may result in inefficiently probing 

the interactions with participants and paradoxically curtaining off potentially useful data 

(Kanuha, 2000). 

 

Still, “being an insider researcher is not necessarily the same as being currently a 

member of the organization [sic] being researched” (Hellawell, 2006, p. 484). Moreover, 

as Dwyer and Buckle (2009) argue “holding membership in a group does not denote 

complete sameness within that group. Likewise, not being a member of a group does 

not denote complete difference” (p. 60). As a person interested in elite private schooling, 

one would think that my positionality aligns seamlessly with other elite sociologists 

who are more often than not outsiders seeking to reign in inequality and the 

reproduction of the privilege. However, my own motivation for this work is more 

ambivalent than I perhaps have liked to admit when I first commenced this study. 

 

This ambivalence, which comes from my participation in elite private schooling as I 

have done as a teacher and the tensions it produced in regards to my own feelings on 

social justice, was something a Headmaster asked me about when I applied for my job 

as a teacher in an elite private school. This is a tension I have never resolved. It is this 

tension that animates my work rather than a partisanship that appears to hold a 

centrality in critical work (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2015; Kincheloe et al., 2011). I am 

foregrounding here that part of my intentions in this research is to confront my own 

complicities in the remaking of elite privilege. In this sense, my doctoral work is an 

exploration of others as much it is an exploration of self in-retrospect, or as Geertz 

(1988) puts it, “a comprehension of self by the detour of the other” (p. 99). This is a 

type of inquiry that Lincoln and Denzin (2000a) imagine for qualitative work, that is, as 

“simultaneously minimal, existential, autoethnographic, vulnerable, performative, and 

critical" (p. 1052). 

 

While a stable researcher standpoint would perhaps be more helpful in carving out my 

academic territory, insofar as remaining politically aligned with the field, I nevertheless 
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am wary of how easy it is to become caught up in the binary of complicity or opposition 

so often played out in the provocations of media representations (see; for example, 

Benns, 2016; Carmody, 2016; Dux, 2017; News.com.au, 2017; The Australian, 2017). 

This is also a legitimate concern considering how scholars in the field of elite sociology 

typically consider their work to be interruptive of these class machinations (see; for 

example, Kenway, & Lazarus, 2017; Prosser, 2014). This progressive politics can also 

be seen in the affective dimensions of the researcher experience; for example, as Fahey, 

Prosser and Shaw (2015) encounter the elite private schools in their multi-sited 

ethnography, they recount how they experienced a “palpable sense of privilege” (p.6). 

This visceral reaction to “ghettos of luxury, praise and prospect” (Kenway, 2013, p. 

300), shores up a reactionary and oppositional pathos towards these “exclusive islands 

unto themselves” (Fahey, et al, 2015, p. 14).  

 

I am not suggesting that I hold to the ‘guardrail of neutrality’ (Kincheloe et al., 2011), 

but instead am attempting to recognise the complexity of my entanglements. This is an 

epistemic position, which recognises that social reality does not disclose itself without a 

knower, who then is in relation rather than over-against this context (Carr & Kemmis, 

1986, Nelson, Grossberg, & Treichler, 1992; Turner, 1981).  In any event, as Dwyer and 

Buckle (2009) argue, insider/outsider status is not necessarily the critical factor in terms 

of bias/reliability in a qualitative inquiry. Instead, they argue that success resides in “an 

ability to be open, authentic, honest, deeply interested in the experience of one’s 

research participants, and committed to accurately and adequately representing their 

experience” (p. 59). For example, naming in itself brings into view not only 

methodological/technical and ethical/semantic issues, but also questions of power in 

scholarly practice (Ball, 2015; Draelants & Darchy-Koechlin, 2011). Even as I name my 

research sites in my study as ‘elite’, to paraphrase Foucault (1970a), I am reflexively 

aware that I in fact form the objects of which I speak, positioning them for-me rather for 

those participants in my study, who I am sure would rather see themselves as teachers in 

independent, high fee-paying, or maybe even prestigious schools. I turn to these latter 

issues next. 

 

Who are the elites? 

The term elite is typically understood to be a pejorative usage when applied to 

education, where elite equals ‘elitism’ (Bantick, 2014; Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009b; 

Saltmarsh, 2007). As Cookson, et al. (1985) have argued, the opprobrium of elitism in 
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schooling is founded on the broad understanding that  “democracy is supposed to begin 

at the school door” (p. 15). However, as Ball (2015) suggests, the term ‘elite’ has a 

multiplicity of meanings for social researchers. Some use it to denote the economic 

wealth or lifestyle and culture, while others use it to describe the exclusivity and 

political resources that demarcate an individual or group as elite, or indeed all of the 

above.  

 

For the purpose of this thesis, the schools in my study are denoted as elite private 

schools in terms of being geographically, historically, scholastically and 

demographically and elite (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009b). These distinctions and 

delineations identify the participating schools only insofar as they help orientate the 

gaze of researchers. What this type of delineation augurs is that there is no ontological 

given beyond the teachers themselves, only rules of thumb or ‘ideal types’ 

(Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009b). This is akin to the pragmatism of taking the teacher-

subject as given in the first place, considering they are not ontological in-themselves, 

but in a Foucauldian sense, are products of an ontogenetic mass schooling discourse and 

practice. As Hall (2001) argues, “the ‘subject’ is produced within discourse … it must 

submit to its rules and conventions, to its dispositions of power/knowledge” (p. 79, 

emphasis in original). Yet, whether artificial or not, to excavate the elite private school 

or the teacher subject any further is unintelligible under the terms and references of this 

study. 

 

For Gaztambide-Fernández (2009b), a marker of elite status includes the fact that these 

schools are “typologically elite, based on their identification as ‘independent schools’” 

(p. 1091). However for the purpose of this study, what Gaztambide-Fernández 

understands as a typology, is instead regarded as a classificatory system based on the 

broader series of characteristics that the author also suggests. These include 

characteristics such as having prestigious grounds and buildings (geographically elite), 

providing a vast array of scholastic, sporting and social opportunities for their students 

(scholastically elite), charging high fees that only distinctly wealthy and socially elite 

clientele can pay (demographically elite) and having more than a century of tradition 

(historically elite) that invokes the image of the historic English Public schools 

(Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009b). Beyond this typology of eliteness, I do not want to 

suggest that these wealthy and well-funded schools are elite in terms of their practices a 

priori, that is, that they are simply ‘the best on offer’ (Bantick, 2014, para. 6).  



 65 

 

The use of the term elite for the purpose of this research is not to frame my participant-

schools in the pejorative sense of the term, nor to suggest a class logic in my analysis, 

but instead is regarded as an inherited constraint for which I have no immediate solution. 

As Prosser (2016) argues “there’s little getting away from the fact that high-end 

institutions that offer globally reputed curricula to the wealthy and powerful are called 

elite schools” (p. 217). This typology is thus simply a heuristic by which “educational 

researchers can recognize [sic] and therefore address elite [private] boarding schools” 

(Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009b, p. 1092).  

 

The use of the term elite in studies of high-fee paying schools betrays the fact that these 

so-called elite schools are being called out for their role in elite class formation a priori, 

where the term ‘elite’ also insinuates class distinction without having to refer to it 

directly (Prosser, 2016). As Gaztambide-Fernández (2009b) argues, “calling any given 

set of schools elite is usually a rhetorical move made to put forth a particular kind of 

argument, usually either in admiration or contempt” (p. 1092). Other naming regimes 

include the ‘ruling elite’ in the work of (Connell et al., 1982), Mills’ (1956) ‘power elite’ 

and Wakeford’s (1969) ‘cloistered elite’. Even a brief look at naming conventions used 

by elite private school advocates themselves, would suggest the term is opprobrium and 

instead one would see them talk about “high performance schools” (Bantick, 2014, para. 

15 ). As Bantick laments, “Elite must [instead] surely mean the best on offer” (para. 6).  

 

This implies that the sociology of elite schooling has a policing function over my work. 

This is in no small part because it a priori seeks to construct and separate the ‘just’ from 

the unjust (Connell, 2012). A clear example of this theoretical imperative is 

Gaztambide-Fernández’s (2015) activist standpoint, where the author went so far as to 

argue for a radical reconfiguration of the researchers’ ethical stance towards elite 

subjects. The author suggesting that the moral imperative to reveal the mechanisms of 

power within elite institutions overrides ethical responsibilities to the institutions we 

study. As the author puts it “research ethics will not save us from the fact of our own 

complicity [in the reproduction of elite status] or from the wrath of whomever we 

expose” (p. 1143). This position is hardly surprising considering the imperative 

underscoring much of the research that seeks to destabilise the elite private school’s 

moral and ethical status (see for example Peshkin, 2001), or as Prosser (2014) 
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emphatically puts it, to“ interrupt the gravitational pull such schools hold in societies 

around the globe” (p. 288).  

 

Even the use of the term ‘private’, rather than ‘independent’ as elite private schools 

typically describe themselves, has a potentially a pejorative connotation that links its 

project with exclusivity. This is an exclusivity that these schools would prefer to leave 

unexcavated (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009b). This brings to the fore how pregnant with 

meaning the term ‘elite’ is, but also raises the question of “who speaks?” (Said, 1986, p. 

153, emphasis in original). This question raises the issues of power and representation, 

as well as the contingencies of truth, highlighted by the fact that there is no avoiding a 

certain violence that research does to others when it comes uninvited (Ball, 2006).  

 

Truth and Power 

As Weedon (1997) argues, the discourses of the disciplines “function as a way of 

masking assumptions and interests, and [a way] of discounting subjective investments” 

(p. 28). If this sense, neither the academic’s truth, nor the truth claims of their discipline 

are outside of power: 

 

Truth isn’t outside power, or lacking in power … truth is a thing of this 
world; it is produced only by multiple forms of constraint … each society 
has its regimes of truth … that is, the types of discourse which it accepts 
and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances which enable 
one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is 
sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition 
of truth; the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as 
true. (Foucault, 1980, p. 131) 

 

I quote Foucault to raise perhaps a well-worn post-structuralist argument that I am 

located within disciplines and ways of constructing my work, which are not outside the 

power relations in which I am embedded. As Bove argues, Foucault saw the role of the 

scholar as “engaged in guerrilla warfare against the empowered and dominant system of 

knowledge production” (Deleuze, 1988, Introduction chapter, p. xxvii). This 

understanding demands “a certain epistemic humility prompted by wariness of 

premature closure and further complicated by a recognition that one cannot always 

know the truths of our own lives” (Code, 2006, p. 208).  

 

As Hall (2001) argues, forms of power/knowledge are “always rooted in particular 

contexts and histories” (p. 78). Likewise, Kincheloe (2001) viewed the sociological 
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field “as a discursive system of regulatory power with [a] propensity to impound 

knowledge within arbitrary and exclusive boundaries” (p. 684).  As Kincheloe (2001) 

suggests “all scientific inquiry is jerryrigged to a degree; science, as we all know by 

now, is not nearly as clean, simple, and procedural as scientists would have us believe” 

(p. 680). In any event, what counts in the physical sciences is not necessarily what 

counts in the social, that is, that the indeterminableness of the social, the impossibility 

of closure over knowledge of the social, is in part due to the nature of the scientific 

endeavour as a social practice, which then logically sets limits for the claims of an 

objective naturalism (Bhaskar, 2015).  

 

As Bove argues, Foucault saw the role of the scholar as “engaged in guerrilla warfare 

against the empowered and dominant system of knowledge production” (Deleuze, 1988, 

Introduction chapter, p. xxvii). At times it would seem that I have been disciplined 

sufficiently, such that I have followed a universally accepted scientific method or 

bracketed out my assumptions, perhaps even achieved clarity and a seamless continuity 

of thought. Yet, as Lather (2007) suggests, just as I achieve closure over my work I 

have also undoubtedly occluded some thing. To put it bluntly, in attempting to disclose 

truth, one must also admit that they reside in untruth, because “if we reveal things in 

certain ways, then there are other ways in which they are not being revealed” (Cooper, 

2002, p. 54). This reflexive understanding of the limitations and contingencies of 

sociological work and also the potential of truth to be refracted or regulated by the 

effects of power within the field in which this work is situated, is a crucial disposition to 

begin managing and accounting for my entanglements.  

 

Reflexivity 

Code (2006) argues that scholars must engage in both “critical and self-critical 

examination of the practices in which they engage: critical both of the conduct of the 

practices themselves and of the values and commitments that animate them” (p. 104). 

Thus scepticism is a necessary disposition to maintaining a “critical reflexivity towards 

the knowledge-productions of the discipline within which one is working” (Hook, 2007, 

p. 3). In essence a system of reflexivity is an attempt to neutralise the operation of 

power within the text. This study is then premised on a type of “negotiated empiricism” 

(Code, 2006, p. 95, emphasis in original): 
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[A] negotiating empiricism urges ‘looking around’ in a manner akin to 

circumspection, both in a literal looking-around sense, aimed at seeing how 

things - particular things - are and are situated, and in a more diffuse and 

diverse sense of looking and listening well. (Code, 2006, p. 102, emphasis 

in original) 

 

Code’s (2006) argument coheres with the Foucauldian tenet that actors are always-

already “inscribed in a play of power” (Foucault, 1980, p. 196). This underscores the 

notion that one is always making moves and taking up allowable positions within 

institutional and social settings, discourses and practices such that that “no genuinely 

critical work can emerge … that does not scrutinize [sic] the disciplinary location from 

which it emerges” (Hook, 2007, p. 3). In Foucauldian terms, truths are not over-against 

the world, but are situated ‘truth game[s]’ (Foucault, 1997), where there are no 

unmediated objective truths, especially when it comes to social processes. Reflexivity 

then becomes a necessary predisposition towards not only managing and accounting for 

entanglements, but also for ensuring the verisimilitude of one’s truth claims. This does 

not mean that truth is relativistic, that is, based on “truth [as] relative to a scheme” 

(Davidson, 1973, p. 20), but that objectivism is incomplete without including the 

contingency of human subjectivity as part of its calculations (Grene, 1974; Haraway, 

1988). This matters for elite sociology in particularly because the nature of the political 

urgencies of the field (see discussion in the Truth and Power sub-section, in the 

Accounting for Entanglements section, this chapter). In other words, there is no value-

free position.  

 

This embedded social justice politic necessitates a ‘reflexive’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992) approach to research, in order to maintain some balance in critique and some 

awareness of the inherent biases and theoretical baggage that underpins the work. 

However, if reflexivity “denote[s] actions that direct attention back to the self [so as to] 

foster a circular relationship between subject and object” (Probst, 2015, p. 37), then it 

raises questions of the grounds for this reflexivity when there are “multiple layers of 

intersections between the knower and the known, perception and the lived world, and 

discourse and representation” (Kincheloe, 2001, p. 688). An epistemic stance that is 

reflexive and worldly, thus still cannot achieve closure over the social field, because 

knowledge will always remain partial, partisan and contingent. The implication of this 

reading, of the limitations of scholarship and the biases of the field and the researcher 
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themselves, is that strategies need to be employed beyond reflexivity that will mitigate 

these exigencies. I turn to these issues in the following sub-sections. 

 

Bracketing 

If the qualitative researcher “sifts through, organizes, and presents data in a meaningful 

way” (McCulliss, 2013, p. 85), then it stands to reason that managing and bracketing 

researcher entanglements and biases are necessary considerations. However, although I 

may be able to set aside some of the a priori assumptions vis a vis the research space, 

my embodiment and locatedness in the social suggests that I still cannot argue from a 

perspective of detached objectivity (Chia, 1996). I am thus foregrounding a view that 

emic-etic distinctions, broadly defined as insider/outsider perspectives (Fetterman, 

2008; Harris, 1976), are actually interpenetrating categories (Kincheloe, 2001) where 

the urge towards a “disciplined bracketing” (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009, p. 59, emphasis 

added) is a problematic sensibility of the exogenous research genre (Reed, 2008) that is 

simply a fallacy in understanding (Trowler, 2011). 

 

This urge to bracketing strategies within sociology is instead read from a perspective 

that “rejects [the] researcher’s ability to concentrate from a position of detached 

consciousness or to turn away from the world” (Gearing, 2004, p. 1443).  This is an 

epistemic position, which recognises that “social reality is not something that exists and 

can be known independently of the knower” (Carr & Kemmis, 1986, p. 103). As White 

(2011) succinctly puts it, there is “no single Archimedian point from which a single 

decisive view can be produced” (p. xix). Even speaking from an objective/etic academic 

perspective is also speaking from positions in relations of power, status and interest 

(Lincoln & Denzin, 2000a). This is an epistemic view that rejects the notion of a 

transcendent or “God’s eye view of the world” (Chia, 1996, p. 10).  

 

Interviews are understood not as merely reflecting experiences of various actors, but 

would in fact ‘refract’ (O'Toole & Beckett, 2009) and ‘augment’ (Beer, 1997) these 

experiences. While this inter-subjectivity may appear as a limitation on the claims made 

in this study, it is precisely “the subjectivity of the interview, its being influenced by 

and affecting interviewer and respondent, that makes discovery possible…” (Beer, 1997, 

p. 110). Instead “the measure of rigor [sic] is the clarity with which both personal and 

relational subjectivity have been identified and revealed”(Probst, 2015, p. 38). However, 

this does not eschew making some pragmatic attempts at accounting for personal 
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knowledge, values and assumptions, rather than suggesting an impermeable bracketing 

is possible.  

 

A more pragmatic bracketing is achieved in data collection through a framework for 

interviewing (see discussion in Data Collection section, in Chapter Four - Research 

Methods). This framework is designed to suspend some of the presuppositions of the 

elite sociological literature and researcher in the interviewing process. This framework, 

which focuses on practices and discourses, is coherent with the research focus (see Aims 

and Research Questions section in Chapter One - Introduction) and directs researcher 

attention while holding in abeyance the a priori elements in the elite schools scholarship 

such as class critique or race critique. Bracketing in this study is thus conceived as a 

strategy more akin to an ethnomethodologist’s concept of “heuristic distancing” 

(Gubrium & Holstein, 1997, p. 41, emphasis in original).  

 

Following Gearing’s (2004) typology of bracketing strategies, I engage in what he calls 

‘reflexive bracketing’, where the focus is to make clear the researcher’s own 

entanglements and personal suppositions (see Accounting for Entanglements section, 

this chapter). The point of this reflexive approach is to identify and “to reduce the 

influence of his or her lived experience on the phenomenon under investigation” (p. 

1145). However, as Gearing (2004) suggests, in this type of bracketing “the boundaries 

are very loose and porous” (p. 1145). This strategy is thus coherent with both 

ambivalences and the theoretical understandings of my entangled state, which is 

understood as productive rather than limiting (Probst, 2015). 

 

The question of internal validity or representativeness becomes instead a question of 

how to go about producing rigorous and rich exemplars and thick descriptions of 

participants’ worlds, which allow us to develop explanations of complex social 

phenomena (Jessop et al., 2008). Crucial to this question is the use of triangulation 

between multiple methods for collecting data (‘methods triangulation’), multiple 

sources (‘triangulation of sources’), multiple theories (‘theory triangulation’) and 

multiple teacher participants (‘perspective triangulation’), which all “adds rigor [sic], 

breath, complexity, richness, and depth to any inquiry” (Lincoln & Denzin, 2011, p. 5). 

However, while I utilise the various triangulations of data, method, theory and 

perspective (Creswell, 2014; Patton, 1999), these efforts are not understood as a method 
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for validating findings, but as an alternative to validation that “increases scope, depth 

and consistency in methodological proceedings” (Flick, 2009, p. 445). 

 

Triangulation  

In the analysis of the data, I am relying on triangulation between various theoretical, 

methodological and perspectival trajectories. This triangulation between data sources, 

perspectives, theories and modes of analysis highlight tensions and alignments between 

the “sayings, doings and relatings” of teachers (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 205, emphasis 

in original). Making visible the disjunctions and complicities in teachers’ discourses and 

practices, how they use their agency to re-organise, re-vision and re-purpose discourses 

(van Leeuwen, 2008), is crucial to determining the trustworthiness of reporting and 

representations. As Corbin and Strauss (2008) suggest, “it is not unusual for persons to 

say they are doing one thing but in reality they are doing something else” (p. 29). For 

example, as Khan and Jerolmack (2013), suggest, actors in elite private schools are 

often “saying meritocracy and doing privilege” (p. 9).  

 

As Patton (1999) argues, there are four types of triangulation that contribute to 

verification and validation of a qualitative study through a variety of “cross-data 

validity checks” (p. 1192). To begin with, diversity within the participant cohort is 

important as teachers’ institutional roles, personal histories, and gendered and social 

locations arguably afford a somewhat different perspective from being solely a 

classroom teacher. This allows for a “triangulation of qualitative data sources” (Patton, 

1999, p. 1195) within each method used; for example, triangulating between teacher 

accounts in interviews. There are also multiple methods used in this study; for example, 

field observations and artefacts gathered, teacher self-reports in-situ and the more 

formal interviews are a means of “methods triangulation” (Patton, 1999, p. 1193), 

which enhances the quality and credibility of the findings.  

 

This study also features data from three separate cases of typologically similar elite 

private schools in Australia.  This allows for triangulation of data across cases, so as to 

contribute to our understandings of the general case by examining the affinities and 

contradictions between cases as well as within them (Stake, 2014). A third modality of 

triangulation occurs through the hybridity of perspectives in regard to theoretical and 

researcher orientations, or “theory/perspective triangulation” (Patton, 1999), which 
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occurs in particular through Foucauldian theory and its ecological reformulations (see 

Refining Foucauldian Theory with Ecological Concepts section, this chapter). 

 

While reflexive researcher standpoint is typically understood as “gazing in two 

directions at the same time” (Probst, 2015, p. 38), an ecological framework produces a 

greater complexity because it necessarily must take into account not only my blind spots 

and biases, but also the multiple power relations in which I articulate. These arguably 

produce a multi-valency of suppression and enablement. Thus, even while I have argued 

that reflexivity is a vital practice of this research, it is entirely consistent that reflexivity 

in-itself has its limitations (Probst, 2015). Thus I have not only relied on distancing 

through repeatedly collapsing and rebuilding the connections between theory and 

practice and between self and other in iterative reflections on my perspective and lines 

of critique, but also admit the necessity of third-party influences such as my supervisory 

team and the negotiations between researcher and researched. This ‘interpretative 

community’ (Reed, 2008) arguably attends to Patton’s (1999) fourth modality of 

triangulation, that is, triangulation between various researchers or analysts. 

 

This section, Accounting for Entanglements, has outlined my understandings of my 

various entanglements and the third-party influences in my study. These entanglements 

on the one hand support my reflexivity, while on the other hand threaten to constrain it. 

While I cannot escape the ‘prisonhouse of language’ (Soja, 2011) or the disciplines of 

social science, by beginning to foreground my entanglements, I am also beginning to 

reflexively bracket not only my own presuppositions and biases, but also those interned 

by the normative constraints that I have inherited from my field. I have argued that this 

dynamic positionality of the researcher requires a critical reflexivity for managing, 

rather than occluding, researcher bias and material effects that may arise from my 

location in the research space (Hellawell, 2006). However, while reflexivity and 

pragmatic bracketing techniques for managing researcher bias are crucial elements of 

the checks and balances of analysis, I also argue that this is not enough, that critical 

reflexivity must be augmented by an interpretative community (Reed, 2008). In the next 

section, I examine how the study is designed as a multi-site case-study, but also how the 

complexities of entanglement are managed through an epistemology that is specifically 

designed around hybridities, oppositions, complicities and mediations. In short, it is an 

“epistemology of complexity” (Kincheloe et al., 2011, p. 168). 
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An ‘Epistemology of Complexity’ 

A multiple case-study approach was adopted as a research framework for this study. In 

this section I detail the philosophical understandings that underpin case study research 

and suggest that a bricolage approach supplements this vision.  

 

Case studies are described as intensive studies of single units with the aim of making 

claims about the general case (Gerring, 2004). However, the difficulty in ascribing this 

method an equivalent status to quantitative methods is in the main due to a perceived 

weakness in terms of generalisability (Gerring, 2004). However, as Pinar (1968) argues, 

the demand for the capacity for broad generalisation is psycho-political and historical in 

origin. Pinar (1968) proposes that the hegemony of quantitative epistemological stances 

correlates with issues of political control. Objectivity and generalisability are seen as 

having their genesis and perpetuation in a desire for control over the social world, while  

“personal history is often forgotten as soon as the results hit print” (Bailyn, 1977, p. 98). 

This argument undergirds the fact that this study rejects the notion of an objective 

reality because “perception is an activity of living things, [thus] it is also fallible” (Reed, 

1992, p. 18). Moreover, these objective and generalisable “truths are themselves not 

absolute but claim legitimacy by appealing to logical, scientific and ideological 

paradigms, procedures and methods” (Gabriel & Connell, 2010, p. 508).  

 

Gerring (2004) argues that circumspection amongst researchers is really an aspect of 

how case study is misconstrued. As Flyvbjerg (2006) suggests, the ‘conventional 

wisdom’ argument about case study research is that it is typically better used for 

exploratory rather than confirmatory projects, because validity or representativeness of 

the broader population is found wanting. Thus while case studies offer a “nuanced view 

of reality” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 223), it is traditionally argued that they have little 

predictive capacity. However, as Patton (1999) argues, the antipathy between 

quantitative and qualitative methodologists has gradually moved to accommodation, to 

focus instead on matching methods to the research questions and theoretical orientations, 

and “not to universally advocate and single methodological approach for all problems” 

(p. 1189). As Gerring (2004) argues, both case study and non case-study approaches 

have relative strengths and weaknesses or “methodological tradeoffs” (p. 341, emphasis 

in original). As Gerring puts it, “it all depends on what one is arguing” (p. 342). As 

Flyvbjerg (2006) also argues, “the choice of method should clearly depend on the 
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problem under study and its circumstances” (p. 226). In the line of this reasoning, I 

return to consider the primary research question in this light: 

 

What is the transformative potential of teachers’ agency in 

Australian elite private schools? 

 

To paraphrase Bridgewater (2001), the goal of this study is to dis-cover, un-cover and 

recover the agentic teacher subject within the elite private school in the Australian 

context. This type of nuanced understanding of teacher agency is not possible without 

adequate theorisation and the type of empiricism where the complexities of pedagogical, 

institutional and relational processes can be made visible. A ‘large N' study, which 

relies on repetition and quantitative framing, could occlude precisely the nuance and 

specificity that have explanatory power over the social mechanisms under study. 

Moreover, a case study is able to go beyond even descriptive modalities, to bring depth 

and insight into causal mechanisms rather than causal effects (Gerring, 2004). An 

understanding of these social mechanisms then is crucial for exploring the nature of 

teacher agency and its potential in transforming practices from the inside-out, that is, a 

transformation through teacher agency rather than institutional power.  

 

Instead of generalisability, the value of this study perhaps can be better judged by its 

‘transferability’ (White, 2011) to teachers in typologically similar schools. This point 

aligns with Lincoln and Guba (1985), who argue that it is only consumers of research 

who can decide on its external validity, based on their perceptions of the similarity of 

the research context to their circumstances. Thus, the external truth-value of this study 

lies in extrapolation rather than generalisation (Patton, 1999). However, while research 

on the narrowest terrains often claims the broadest extensions, this situated study 

arguably provides vital insight into the complexities of practices of teachers in elite 

private schools in Australia that are relevant for practitioners, administrators and policy-

makers in regard to typologically similar schools. 

 

This multi-site study offers vital insights that deepen our understanding of how the 

teacher is positioned within elite private schools in Australia and the constraints and 

opportunities they face. The minutiae of these teachers’ lives, the various discursivities 

they mediate and are articulated in, not only deepens the understanding of teachers’ 

work-worlds and the challenges they face, but how agency itself functions as a social 
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enactment. As Flyvbjerg (2006) suggests, “a discipline without exemplars is an 

ineffective one” (p. 219). This means that attending to the specificities of the local, the 

specificities of place and the dynamics of inclusion/exclusion (Forbes & Lingard, 2013, 

2014; Forbes & Weiner, 2014), is a necessary starting point to understanding the 

general case, because there can be no understanding of the general case without this 

situated knowledge, because "no individual or case is ever just an individual or case … 

to study the particular is to study the general" (Lincoln & Denzin, 2000b, p. 370).  

 

In this section I have argued that the purpose of case study is the ‘revelation of 

complexity’ (Watson, 1993) and that while case study brings with it an immanent 

critique, this misrecognises the role of case study in providing thick descriptions and 

understandings of complex social processes. It is these nuances and complexities that 

are vital to achieving the research aims. In this sense, this fine-grained multiple case-

study of three elite private Australian schools, rather than seeking to bestir the reader 

with accounts that match the generalisability of a sociological survey, instead holds as 

its imperative “the revelation of complexity within cultural process” (Watson, 1993, p. 

193). Thus case-study research is a coherent approach to the demands of this doctoral 

work, without which the goals of the research project cannot be realised. In the next 

section, I discuss the use of the concept of the ‘bricolage’ (Kincheloe et al., 2011), 

which I have argued can assist in orientating the researcher to complexity within case-

study research. I now turn to this navigation of complexity. 

 

Navigating the Bricolage 

This multisite study adopts a case study approach, where the goal of research is to 

provide “thick descriptions and rich understandings of social contexts that have 

relevance and resonance across social sites” (Macpherson et al., 2000, p. 49). However, 

this type of empiricism is rife with complexities for which no one discipline can provide 

an adequate and all-encompassing framework. Yet these complexities are crucial to 

understanding the mechanisms that underpin the reproduction and renewal of social 

institutions. In this section I discuss navigating these methodological issues and 

sensitivities. 

 

To navigate this complexity, I utilise what Kincheloe (2001) describes as a bricolage 

approach, where “multiple methods of inquiry [and] diverse theoretical and 
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philosophical notions of the various elements encountered in the research act” (p. 682) 

can be utilised to account for the complexities of research praxis.  The researcher is then 

a ‘bricoleur’ (Kincheloe, 2001) who blends a complex of theory, empiricism and 

analysis: 

 

[B]ricoleurs move into the domain of complexity. The bricolage exist out 
of respect for the complexity of the lived world and the complications of 
power … it is grounded on an epistemology of complexity. (Kincheloe et 
al., 2011, p. 168) 

 

Bricolage in qualitative research recognises that interdisciplinarity or ‘hybridity’ 

(Kincheloe et al., 2011) is unavoidable in contemporary work in critical scholarship. 

This is precisely why the Foucauldian analytics used in this study (see A Foucauldian 

Toolkit section, this chapter) are necessarily augmented by third-party revisions (see 

Refining Foucauldian Theory with Ecological Concepts section, also this chapter). 

However, while complexity per se is something one can become lost in, at the very 

same time these multiple theoretical and empirical trajectories are necessary component 

of triangulation strategies in this study. 

 

As the ‘bricoleur’ in this research, I am constantly “[making] choices about 

appropriateness of focus, purpose and strategy” (Macpherson et al., 2000, p. 58). This 

can be seen in how the research design was adapted in an ongoing fashion to meet the 

challenges emergent in gaining access (see Access and Participant Sampling sub-

section in The Elite Private Schools and the Teachers section of Chapter Four - 

Research Methods). It was also adapted to deal with unforeseen issues that arose from 

the data collection, such as the prevalence of the sexual harassment of young female 

teachers, which in turn necessitated the inclusion of research on gendered 

‘microaggressions’ (Capodilupo, et al., 2010; Sue, 2010) to supplement my analysis 

(see Chapter Seven - Pedagogies of Subjugation). At the same time, my ambivalent 

subject position and political position vis a vis elite private schools, not to mention my 

personal entanglements with actors in these spaces (see discussion in Accounting for 

Entanglements, this chapter), also produced a situation where my personal history, 

motivations and biases made demands on the research design in terms of rigour and 

validity of my findings.  
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As Finlay (2002) argues, the “integrity and trustworthiness of qualitative research [is 

dependent on evaluating] how intersubjective elements influence data collection and 

analysis” (p. 531). This is precisely how a bricolage augments case-study work, because 

it “highlights the relationship between the researcher’s way of seeing and the social 

location of his or her personal history” (Kincheloe et al., 2011, p. 168). This is a crucial 

necessity in a research that is always-already embedded in a partisan field (see 

Researcher Positionality sub-section in the Accounting for Entanglements section, this 

chapter). As Fahey, Prosser, & Shaw (2015) suggest, “[researchers] also come into 

these [privileged] places burdened with [their] own perceptions of and expectations 

about elite schools informed by a theoretical relationship to them and by [their] own 

biographies” (p. 6). This raises the issue of ethics in dealing with the research 

participants, who are both the objects of study as well as an interpretative community 

helping to construct knowledge about their schools. A critical reflexivity begins to 

address the issue of the ethico-politics (Campbell, 2005) and offers a means to navigate 

the partisanship and politics of the research space. This is a type of ethical relating that 

attempts to honour all participants in the research project, beyond the usual well-trodden 

ethical safeguards (Holse & Honey, 2010).  I turn to these issues next. 

 

The Ethical Relation 

In knowing that I am engaging in a field rife with interruptive urgencies (see 

Accounting for Entanglements section, this chapter), the guiding principle for this 

research is a responsibility to the ‘other’ (Rhodes & Brown, 2005). What this means, is 

that authors like myself are not without responsibility for their representations. If one 

considers the evocative prose or even the naming conventions of the elite sociological 

oeuvre, then for me at least, raises questions about ethics in dealing with participants 

and participating institutions. These are questions that persist beyond the particularities 

and hoop jumping of the ethics committee (Allen et al., 2008). It stands to reason that 

elite actors are equally partisan; for example, Ostrander (1993) begins her paper with a 

quote from one of her elite participants, who reportedly said, “surely you’re not in this 

just to be helpful?” (p. 7). This raises the question that Lincoln and Denzin (2000a) pose, 

that is, “can we ever hope to speak authentically of the experience of the Other, or an 

Other? And if not, how do we create a social science that includes the other?” (p. 1050).  

In this section, I examine this ethical issue. 
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An Ethic of Care 

This study has aimed to give teachers a voice within the elite schools literature, because 

teachers in elite private schools are not only under-represented in the elite sociological 

literature, but when they do appear they are also represented, that is, they do not speak 

for themselves. Spivak’s (1988) warning is against placing of those represented within 

academic narratives of domination a priori, which would potentially risk the re-

inscription of research subjects within the relations of power in the urge towards 

liberation. This brings to light the ethical relation of self and researched subjects. As 

Rhodes and Brown (2005) argue “an ethics of research writing emerges through the 

characterization of the relations between self and Other in the text” (p. 481). However, 

in an ecological perspective, entering into the ‘life-world’ (Ashworth, 1999) of teachers 

does not necessitate a disentanglement of self (researcher) and Other (research subjects), 

but instead recognises that truth claims do not foretell a pathway to negation or capture 

in toto.  

 

In Chapter Eight – Conclusion: An Ecology of Privilege, I detail my truth claims and 

how participants and their schools may draw on this critique in positive rather than 

reactionary ways. However, a mutually beneficial outcome is intimately tied to the 

ethical relation between parties. Rhodes & Brown (2005, p. 481) argue that ethical 

considerations must bring into vision the relationships with others, seeking an openness 

rather than a colonisation or mastery of the Other. This is a challenging task if no on-

going interpretative dialogue or right of reply is available with the research subjects 

after the fieldwork phase (see discussion in Accounting for Entanglements section, this 

chapter). This interpretative dialogue was only available in formal and informal 

interviewing and member checking during the fieldwork phase. After transcription, 

teachers were emailed copies of their transcripts to check if they were comfortable with 

their accuracy. This bookended the participation of the teachers in the study, because 

although the initial research project had envisioned a more co-deliberative phase to 

follow initial interviews and observations, this was not to be since participants and the 

schools did not take up the offer of working in this way (see Data Collection, in 

Chapter Four - Research Methods). This however, does not end my ethical 

responsibilities to my participants. This responsibility to my research participants 

resonates with teachers’ own responsibilities for ‘others’, and in this sense, the principal 

ethic of this research project is ‘care’: 
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An ethic of caring is a tough ethic. It does not separate self and other in 
caring, although, of course, it identifies the special contribution of the one-
caring and the cared-for in caring. (Noddings, 2013, p. 710) 

 

The question of ‘care’ guides my responses to emergent problems within the research 

space. Not merely as a guide to maintaining a position of no harm to participants, but 

also emphasises trust, empathy and compassion over rule-following, which would not in 

any case abrogate one’s duty of care. Moreover, an ethic of care is fundamentally 

relational, that is, an ethic that is based on “other-regarding” (Noddings, 2013, p. 709).  

 

Managing Risks 

This study was conducted with teachers in the course of their everyday teaching and in 

interviews where they reflected on the discourses and practices that contextualised their 

work. Participation was entirely voluntary and the teachers were not obliged to 

participate. Participation letters signed by the participants informed them of the 

intellectual property rights, confidentiality, anonymity and risks of participating (see 

Appendix A – Participant Information Statement and Consent form). The Charles Sturt 

University Human Research Ethics Committee had oversight on conformance to the 

National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007) (National Health 

and Medical Research Council, 2014). The project was deemed to be of minimal risk 

(for Minimal Risk Review Checklist, see Human Research Ethics Committee, 2014), 

because it was conducted alongside adults in their professional roles and interrogates 

the professional dimensions of their experiences and understandings. Moreover there 

were no covert observations and no videotaping of observations or interviews. 

Nevertheless, maintaining the anonymity of clients was highlighted as the primary risk 

of participating in the study in completing the Minimal Risk Review Checklist (Human 

Research Ethics Committee, 2014). Likewise for the elite private schools that 

participated, managing anonymity and confidentiality was key to fulfilling my 

obligations in dealing with the organisations. Confidentiality and anonymity were 

understood as the primary responsibility for the researcher and a critical aspect of the 

participant safety of all participants.  

 

As McDermid, Peters, Jackson, and Daly (2014) rightly argue, “the researcher has a 

moral obligation to protect the privacy of participants and ensure anonymity” (p. 33). 

However, the maintenance of these rights rests on the observance of confidentiality by 

all collaborators and not just the researcher alone. Participants for example, were 



 80 

advised that their final transcripts sent to them by email could not be disclosed to third 

parties. It also stands to reason that this attempt to ensure confidentiality can never be 

fully guaranteed and that are always risks associated with participation. This then brings 

into view certain risks for participants, particularly if they are identified as participating 

in this study. 

 

Participants were informed of these risks in writing and verbally. Moreover they were 

also informed of the right to withdraw at any time during the course of the study or even 

during interview. Teachers routinely observed their right to disclose what they were 

comfortable revealing; for example, a few participants were concerned with some of 

their responses and accounts and asked to be ‘off-the-record’ at times during the 

interview. In addition, the participants were emailed a copy of their interview transcript 

to ensure they were comfortable with the accuracy of the transcription.  At this point 

one of my participants did withdraw stating that they were not comfortable making 

visible their comments. Other participants, after reading their transcripts, asked that 

certain identifying comments not be reproduced in my writing as they would be too 

indicative of the participant’s identity, or asked for conformation that their identities 

would remain anonymous. 

 

Being a multi-site study, this also provides increased protections for individuals and for 

the schools who participated. The research was conducted in two capital cities making it 

more difficult for the participating schools to be identified from this larger potential 

cohort of schools that were now also geographically separated. The three schools that 

ultimately participated were all Australian elite private all-boys’ schools (see The Elite 

Private Schools and the Teachers section, in Chapter Four- Research Methods). St 

Wooten’s, Miller College and Collins Academy are pseudonyms used to protect the 

schools’ identities. I have not only changed the names of these schools through the use 

of pseudonyms, but I have also deliberately avoided geographical references and being 

overly descriptive of the schools. For example, I have not given precise descriptions of 

the grounds and buildings or exact numbers with regards to the schools’ history and 

student cohorts to reduce the risk of the schools being identified. Nevertheless, of 

particular concern in terms of anonymity is that the access to the schools in the study 

come through pre-existing collegial relationships. As McDermid, Peters, Jackson, and 

Daly (2014) argue, not enough attention has been given to issues arising from research 

with peers and colleagues.  
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McDermid et al. (2014) highlight not only issues traditionally associated with 

anonymity, but also argue that participant safety in terms of confidentiality and privacy 

is essential, considering the risks of retribution. Although the potential risks of being 

identified were highlighted to participants and formed part of the informed consent 

process, these pre-existing relations with the schools nevertheless posits extra 

challenges for attempting to observe the ethic of care for participants. As Forsey (2012) 

points out “simply changing the name of the interviewee does not necessarily protect 

them from public scrutiny” (p. 373). While participants were anonymised through the 

use of pseudonyms there have been other measures taken. For example, where their 

roles are particularly identifiable, these have been under clarified, that is, their exact 

titles were not used. Likewise the learning areas have been omitted and only their range 

of Year Levels taught have been included (see Appendix B - Participants); for example, 

whether they were Senior Years or Middle Years teachers (or both). 

 

There are several respondents who are Faculty Heads as well as House Heads. These are 

perhaps the most identifiably naming convention, however, there are several Faculty 

Heads, Coordinators and House Heads within the participant pool. These roles are 

amongst a multiplicity of similar roles within each school. For example a coordinator 

role could be Year Level or a coordinator of some part of the teaching programme. 

Roles that were unique to a particular school programme were deliberately effaced. 

Teachers who had Senior Executive roles are named as such rather than naming their 

exact roles as these are fewer in number across each of the sites. I do provide the age of 

the participants and the years worked at their particular schools, but this again is made 

less identifiable because I have not disclosed the years in which I attended these schools 

for my fieldwork.  

 

These filters act to produce what Kaiser (2009) describes as ‘clean data’, where the 

researcher sets out to remove certain identifiers, because “unique combinations of traits 

can be used to identify respondents” (p. 1635). The pre-existing relations with these 

schools necessitate that I have to  “prioritise participants’ confidentiality and privacy” 

(McDermid et al., 2014, p. 28). However, these actor-specific details do not preclude 

reporting the rich details along the themes that emerged in the data. Nevertheless, 

McDermid et al. (2014) argue that participants may self-censure and “limit their 

responses to avoid negative findings” (p. 30). Leanne from Miller College for example, 
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attempted to normalise the issues she had reported on at her school, saying “I feel like 

I'm bagging it out, but I don't actually think that we're any (.) better or worse than 

anywhere else, like all-boys’ school environment” (Excerpt 1, Leanne’s interview, 

Miller College). While Leanne is perhaps merely wanting to be careful that she provides 

a balanced account, she does use the familiar obfuscation that constructs the elite 

private school as nothing that different from other boys’ schools (for this discursive 

technique, see The Nuances of Hypocrisy, in Chapter Five). There were several 

participants who acknowledged their worries about being identified as revealing 

potentially embarrassing information about their school, with some of the participants 

asking me at times not to record what they were saying:  

 

The [ICT] coordinator is worried about safety and disclosure and the 
middle management’s response to negative stories … [The teachers] are 
fearful of [negative] outcomes [from their disclosures] but my background 
as a teacher gets me some room to move [As one teacher put it] ‘you know 
all this. (Excerpt 2, field notes/observations, Miller College) 

 

In the excerpt above, I reflect on how the teacher concedes that my experiences as a 

former teacher in elite private schools produces a degree of trust in our interactions 

based on the fact that we share a common experience form an insider’s perspective. As 

McDermid et al. (2014) suggest, pre-existing relationships “can be advantageous when 

undertaking research as they provide familiarity, respect and rapport” (p. 29). However, 

the authors also highlight the dangers; for example, blinkering effects on the researcher 

or constraints on reporting based on the potential of damaging these relations (Mercer, 

2007), the issues of power relations between researcher and researched (Hewitt-Taylor, 

2002; Trowler, 2011), or that the researcher may be emotionally invested (McConnell-

Henry, James, Chapman, & Francis, 2010), go ‘native’ (Alvesson, 2003; Brannick & 

Coghlan, 2007) or want to temper the findings to reduce the potential impact on future 

professional relationships (Preedy & Riches, 1988). This is a particularly salient issue 

considering that offending institutional gatekeepers has a potential to affect my career 

as a teacher beyond this doctoral journey. As Mercer (2007) warns, this puts the insider 

researcher in a position such that “pragmatism may outweigh candour” (p. 8). This is 

crucially where a critical reflectivity on issues of power (see discussion in Accounting 

for Entanglements, this chapter) and the various checks and balances and bracketing 

strategies (discussed in Navigating the Bricolage, this chapter) used in this study can 

provide the necessary checks and balances against these socio-political investments.  
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Respondents too, can be affected negatively; for example, potentially being coerced into 

participation through social pressure (Johnson & Clarke, 2003), or over-disclosing what 

they would otherwise keep hidden from outsiders (McConnell-Henry et al., 2010). I was 

quite aware of these issues, that teachers could be socially pressured as a consequence 

of a personal relationship. As a result, in the participant recruitment phase, I precluded 

several teachers who would have been ideal participants otherwise. I excluded these 

teachers on the basis that these respondents were more than collegial contacts, that they 

were indeed friends and could not reliably consent free of this relational influence. 

Moreover, I already knew what their political views would be, thus likely further 

biasing my data. This brings into view what Corbin, Dwyer and Buckle (2009) argue is 

the key to work in entangled situations, that is, that insider/outsider status is not as 

important as the researcher’s ability to be reflexive, honest and committed to accurately 

representing their participants’ accounts. However, this argument presupposes that a 

truth can be revealed impartially.  

 

A better argument perhaps is that the ethic of beneficence (McDermid et al., 2014), or 

research practice that is altruistic and promotes the good of others (Beauchamp, 2016) 

helps the researcher in navigating the risks inherent in insider research. In a sense, this 

ethic aligns with and augments the ethic of care taken at the outset of this study. 

However the provocative findings; for example, the sexual harassment and victim 

blaming that appears across all three sites in the study (see Chapter Seven - Pedagogies 

of Subjugation), suggests that the risks for all involved are high if the participants and 

their schools are identified. An argument can be made that that the risk of participating 

should be no higher than that teachers operating in their professional environments 

would be exposed to (Robson, 2002). Conversely if the fear of disclosure of participants’ 

identities; for example, through deductive disclosure considering the pre-existing 

relations with the schools, then the findings can be embargoed, that is remaining 

unpublished (Baez 2002, Kaiser 2009, Wiles et al 2006).  

 

Considering the goals of empowerment suggested in this study (see Aims and Research 

Questions, in Chapter One), that participating in research is empowering for research 

subjects (Peled and Leichtentritt 2002), or a cathartic process by having their stories 

told (McDermid, et al., 2014), then these potentialities would argue against the silencing 

this research. The teachers took informed risks in telling their stories, like Trisha who 

pulled me aside to tell me how they “just wanted me to know” (from Excerpt 205, in 
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The Feudal Relation section, in Chapter Six) about the difficulties with her 

administrators, or Jenny at St Wooten’s who said in response to my repeated warnings 

of the risk of deductive disclosure of her identity by peers and administration, who said 

“ like I care (.) care factor of other people knowing I'm talking about the school (.) zero 

(.) because I'm (.) I'll be soon talking to the administration about (.) matters of (.) nature 

of (.) union matters (.) and so (.) and policy matters (.) so I have no concerns about 

[that]” (Excerpt 3 Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s).  

 

If empowerment is one of the goals of this research, then perhaps as Parahoo (1997) 

suggests, an ethic of beneficence should be augmented with an ethic of justice. As Orb, 

Eisenhauer and Wynaden (2001) argue, it is not just beneficence that should guide 

research, but in addition the ethical principals of autonomy and justice. As the authors 

suggest “A paternalistic approach indicates the denial of autonomy and freedom of 

choice” (p. 95), which is salient considering that I am dealing with adults in their 

professional settings discussing their work-related issues. In addition, Orb et al.  (2001) 

argue that “justice in qualitative research studies is demonstrated by recognising 

vulnerability of the participants” (p. 96). However, I argue too that justice also is not 

served by maintaining a silence around issues that continue to marginalise teachers 

when they themselves have chosen to speak up about them. 

 

Part of minimising the risks that individuals or the school studied could be identified, is 

the handling of data. A detailed working through of these contingencies formed part of 

the Charles Sturt University Human Research Ethics Committee submission process. 

Data security, storage and confidentiality, intellectual property, informed consent 

around the risks associated with participating, and the management of the research 

process was examined and protocols detailed in the Ethics committee submission. Data 

security was achieved through password-protected laptops and password-protected 

cloud storage of the data, analysis and written works. All hand-written notes were kept 

with the researcher during fieldwork and the notes themselves were also coded for each 

participant – real names were not used. Identities of participants relating to these codes 

were stored in digital format, secured by password-protected devices and online 

password protected data storage services (Dropbox and Google Drive).  

 

In this section, I offer the notion of ‘care’ and the ethical principles of autonomy, 

beneficence and justice as a way to manage these tensions. This multiplicity and the 
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complexity of relations between researcher and researched, heterogeneous as it is, 

produces tensions and contradictions in research practice, not least being ethical 

dimensions associated with decisions related to representations and researcher bias 

(Rhodes & Brown, 2005).  What I have intended then for this project is to admit that 

this thesis is a messy and vulnerable text (Lincoln & Denzin, 2000a), which reflects the 

complexity of the work and the various entanglements of my relations with the schools 

and the participants in the study. In the next chapter I turn to detail the qualitative 

methods used for this research project. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed my research framework, that is, the Foucauldian analytics 

that I use in the study, my epistemological commitments and ecological understandings, 

as well as the ethico-political relation with my research subjects and their institutions. 

The first section of this chapter, A Foucauldian Toolkit, outlined a range of Foucauldian 

analytics as well as derivative and third-party works that add more nuance and 

possibility to the pessimistic structuralism that some critics have suggested articulates 

within the grip of Foucault’s unique scholarly contributions. In the Refining 

Foucauldian Theory with Ecological Concepts section, I discussed the ecological 

approach to thinking about the complex of active relations between truths, such that 

they are not always-already burdened by sedimented antagonisms of the politics of 

privilege. This section also showed how this ecological lens helps to nuance Foucault’s 

analytics of the dispositif and his ideas on spatiality (heterotopias) and opens up new 

ways of think about how power and agency functions in ecologies of practices, 

discourses and understandings over temporalities and spatialities.  

 

In the next section, Accounting for Entanglements, I looked at the critical reflexivity 

that was needed to take the first steps at bracketing out my own biases and the biases of 

the elite sociological discipline. I examined issues of reflexivity, bracketing, 

triangulation, interpretative community as a means of ensuring data quality. Following 

this, in An ‘Epistemology of Complexity’, I explicated how I judge issues of validity and 

generalisability of the case-study approach utilised in this study. In the next section, 

Navigating the Bricolage, I discussed navigating this multisite case study using a 

bricolage metaphor to deal with the complexity and hybridity of theory and types of 

empiricism used. Finally, in The Ethical Relation section, I examine issues of ethics and 
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managing risks in the research process. In the next chapter, Chapter Four - Research 

Methods, I turn to the specificities and pragmatics of doing research work in privileged 

and exclusive spaces. I detail issues around gaining access and participant selection, as 

well as provide descriptions of the schools themselves. I also discuss issues of sampling 

the interview methods and analysis. 
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Chapter Four - Research Methods 
 

This chapter outlines the research methods used in this multi-site study of teachers in 

elite private boys’ schools in two capital cities in Australia. I highlight and discuss the 

methods used, while exploring their vulnerabilities and blind spots. I discuss the 

pragmatics of site selection and gaining access, such as dealing with ‘gatekeepers’ and 

finding participants. I also detail how the data was produced and analysed, including 

discussions around the limits of the analytical tools used. To establish context I begin 

with a discussion about the schools in the study, the participants and challenges of 

gaining access to these privileged spaces. 

 

The Elite Private Schools and the Teachers 

In this section I discuss the specificities of the schools and the participants. This 

provides a background to the schools. The three schools are situated in two different 

capital cities in Australia and there are differences between them in terms of their 

school programmes, student cohort and funding arrangements.  

 

The Schools 

As discussed in Chapter Three, the schools participating in the study can be all 

considered to fall under a typology of eliteness, that include markers such as being 

naming conventions these schools employ to describe themselves and that they are 

scholastically, historically, geographically and demographically elite (see Who are the 

Elites? sub-section, in the Accounting for Entanglements section of Chapter Three). 

 

St Wooten’s is the oldest of the three schools, with a history of over 150 years as 

opposed to both Miller College and Collins Academy which are both schools that were 

established some 40 years later (pseudonyms used, see discussion in Managing Risks 

section, previous chapter). All three elite private schools boast luminary alumni ranging 

from politicians and captains of industry to sporting stars and celebrities. All three 

schools also have well-established practices of seeking private philanthropy and 

actively curating this alumni cohort through their alumni membership processes. They 

are members of the self-proclaimed ‘independent’ schools sector, which are 

independent in terms of their organisation and employment practices. However, they are 
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still accredited by their state-based government accreditation authority. The state 

authority deals with schools over issues such as curriculum and testing. Compliance 

with these various demands unlocks ongoing financial support in terms of Federal and 

State government funding that all accredited schools receive. While broad depictions of 

the practices, material arrangements and school cohorts categorise St Wooten’s, Miller 

College and Collins Academy as typologically elite, there are nonetheless in situ 

differences between these schools.  

 

To begin with, in terms of curriculum and pedagogical differences, Miller College did 

not articulate a clear discursive boundary between Middle and Senior Schooling 

practices beyond curriculum organisation. For example, Miller College’s academic 

programme for the Junior Years was discursively located within the Senior School 

programme in their publications, the administration structures and class allocations for 

teachers. The porous boundary for staff and students moving across the campus for 

House activities and other core subjects, coupled with a lack of distinct management 

hierarchy beyond a curriculum coordinator, suggested that the programme lacked a 

definitive political boundary. In contrast, at Collins and St Wooten’s, both these schools 

had a dedicated Middle School staff and School Heads, making the programme clearly 

visible through its organisation and personnel not to mention the distinctions made in 

their school publications. Bearing just these differences in mind, it isn’t particularly 

surprising that the teachers’ discourses that I typically encountered in the interviews at 

Collins Academy and St Wooten’s, in particular holistic discourses, did not appear as 

much in the discourses of teachers at Miller College. At Miller College, there was 

instead a marked tension and an antagonistic micro-politics between those teachers who 

considered themselves Senior School teachers and those more aligned with Middle 

School practices. 

 

St Wooten’s is a faith-aligned school in a metropolitan area of a capital city with 

enrolments from Prep to Senior School. The idea of private schools organising around 

religious orders goes back to the earliest days of the Australian colonial period (see A 

Brief History of Elite Private Schooling in Australia, in Chapter Two – Literature 

Review). The Prep or Preparatory year is the first fulltime compulsory programme in in 

a child’s Primary School education (also called Pre-primary), which is when a child is 

turning 5 years old by June 30th of the year they enter Prep. The Senior Secondary 
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years are the final post-compulsory two years of schooling, regarded as preparation for 

entering university or other post-secondary pathway. 

 

While the Junior or Primary Years is co-educational, the Middle and Senior years are 

boys only. Of those students attending St Wooten’s, 81% come from the top quartile 

(97% in the top two quartiles, and 0% from the lowest) of the Index of Community 

Socio-educational Advantage (Australian Curriculum Reporting and Assessment 

Authority, 2015). The Index of Community Socio-educational Advantage (ICSEA) is a 

“scale of socio-educational advantage that is computed for each school” (Australian 

Curriculum Reporting and Assessment Authority, 2015, para. 2). The ICSEA is a rating 

for a school calculated on the basis of measures of socio-educational advantage (SEA) 

of their student and parent cohort in conjunction with the remoteness of the school’s 

location and the percentage of students they receive who identify as Aboriginal or 

Torres Strait Islanders. The SEA measure itself incorporates a range of data including 

the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ census data as well as parent data from student 

enrolment records, including the parents’ occupations and education attainment.   

 

Collins Academy was similar in size to St Wooten’s, with a cohort from Prep to Year 

12 of 1500 students (no girls). The Middle and Senior Years were made up of 700 boys 

with a complement of 200 teachers. Collins, like St Wooten’s, is also a faith-aligned 

school and has 81% of attendees in the top quartile (97% in the top two quartiles, and 

1% from the lowest). Like St Wooten’s, Collins Academy is supported by recurrent 

funding from the Federal and State government. Over the five years preceding my 

doctoral work, Collins Academy received a total of $32 million dollars in funding 

(including just over $3.5 million in capital grants from the Federal government). The 

yearly income stream from State and Federal funding made up approximately 16% of 

the school’s total gross income. 

 

Miller College was the smallest of the three schools, with just under 1200 boys across 

all campuses (100 girls in the Primary school and then gender segregated after primary 

school age) and just under 120 staff across all campuses. Miller is also a faith-aligned 

school. At the time of the study, the Senior School cohort had 700 boys in the 

(including 140 boarding students). Government funding totalled 43.5 million over the 

five years preceding my doctoral work, (including Federal government capital grants of 

just under $4 million). In terms of yearly income from State and Federal governments, 
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this portion makes up approximately a third of the school’s total yearly gross income. 

This arguably reflects the fact that Miller College has a marginally less top-heavy 

school in terms of socio-economic advantage with only half its of attendees in the top 

quartile. However, the vast majority of students still were better off than most students 

by the ICSEA measure, with 83% in the top two quartiles, and only 3% of the school 

population coming from the lowest. 

 

Miller College was the smallest of the three schools, with just under 1200 boys across 

all campuses (100 girls in the Primary school and then gender segregated after primary 

school age) and just under 120 staff across all campuses. Miller is also a faith-aligned 

school. At the time of the study, the Senior School cohort was 700 boys in the 

(including 140 boarding students). Miller College, like St Wooten’s and Collins 

Academy, also receives funding from the government. This totalled 43.5 million over 

the 5 years preceding my doctoral work, through recurrent funding from the Federal and 

State government (including Federal government capital grants of just under $4 million). 

In terms of yearly income from State and Federal governments, this portion makes up 

approximately a third of the school’s total yearly gross income. This arguably reflects 

the fact that Miller College has a marginally less top-heavy school in terms of socio-

economic advantage with only half its of attendees in the top quartile. However, the vast 

majority of students still are better off than most by the ICSEA measure, with 83% in 

the top two quartiles, and only 3% of the school population coming from the lowest. 

 

The Participating Teachers 

Teachers also appear under pseudonyms in this study to protect their identities (see 

Managing Risks section, previous chapter). In order to canvass as broad a range of 

viewpoints as possible (see discussion of data triangulation in Navigating the Bricolage 

section, previous chapter), I set out to gain a diverse range of participants, across age, 

teaching experience, length of employment at the school, learning areas and gender. 

However, while a diverse range of perspectives was hoped for, in reality I was 

constrained by teacher interest in the project and also by the school administration in the 

case of Collins Academy in particular (see Access and Participant Sampling section, 

this chapter). Nevertheless, the final cohort from each school managed to include a 

balance of young and older teachers, male and female teachers, and a diverse array of 

learning areas as well as a number of teachers who held leadership roles within their 
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schools. The final number of teachers who participated was 32 in total across the three 

elite private school sites (see Appendix B). 

 

Of the 32 participating teachers, not all offered observations of their classes, nor was I 

able to do some observations because of timetabling constraints. Observations of 

lessons or teachers occurred with 20 teachers out of the 32 participants. In addition, I 

attended assemblies, chapel and school functions (see; for example, Excerpt 262, field 

notes of an assembly at Collins Academy in Chapter Seven). At Miller College I was 

onsite for a period of two weeks, meeting with teachers as well as conducting interviews 

in a private office that I was allocated. At Collins Academy I had a shared office space 

and spent a two-week period doing interviews and observations (both undertaken 

usually in classrooms). At St Wooten’s, I was onsite over a two week period doing 

observations and interviews although a few interviews occurred some months later due 

to lack of participant availability at the time.  

 

At St Wooten’s I initially attracted 11 participants (8 male and 3 female), but one 

teacher withdrew after the interview stage. These teachers were all Middle School 

teachers, teaching Year 7 to Year 8 (students are 12 to 14 year old boys). It was most 

difficulty gaining a balance of genders at St Wooten’s as the teaching staff was 

extremely male dominated (see discussion of gender imbalance in Everyday Sexism 

section, in Chapter Seven, and also in The Feudal Relation in Chapter Six). Of the 10 

participants at St Wooten’s, I observed multiple classes with 6 of the participants. At 

Collins Academy, the participants were a group of 9 teachers, one of whom was a male 

Senior School teacher and the remaining teachers were staff at the Middle School 

(students in Year 6 to Year 8 and ages 10 to 13). However, two of these teachers also 

had experience working at the Senior School at Collins. I was able to observe classes 

with each of these participants save one, and obtained an interview with all of them. 

This participating group was made up of 5 females and 3 male teachers.  

 

At Miller, I had the most participants, numbering 13 participants (7 females, 6 males). 

However, I observed the classes of only 6 participants, with the remaining participants 

only providing interviews. Not all participants were asked for observations due to 

timing issues; for example, some participants only agreed to my interviews towards the 

end of my two-week stint with them. There were several teachers at Miller with 

leadership roles that were interviewed primarily so that I could gain some information 
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on the history and background of certain practices that several of the early adopters the 

study reported in interviews. I did not ask these school leaders for observations of their 

classes because I had typically requested interviews on this basis. 

 

In this section, I have elaborated on the specificities of the schools and participants in 

the study. However, I have also been deliberately obtuse about the schools and 

participants in terms of identifying features, using pseudonyms, omitting identifying 

features about their locations and using approximate numbers in place of the funding 

and cohort data. Moreover, the dates of interviews and observations have been omitted, 

exact titles of participants have been made generic and teachers learning areas have 

been left out beyond the year levels that they teach.  These descriptions nevertheless 

hopefully provide an adequate picture of these schools and the participants within the 

constraints of maintaining their anonymity. These attempts at maintaining the 

participants safety also speak to the difficulty of gaining access to these private 

institutions and the conditions under which this was achieved. I turn to discuss these 

issues in the next section. 

 

Access and Participant Sampling 

A key issue facing a researcher who is intent on studying elite schools is one of gaining 

access (Kenway & Howard, 2013). For some researchers of elites, such as Ostrander 

(1993), this issue is overblown. However, more typically, for researchers seeking out 

elite actors in various institutional settings, the matter of access is “often the issue on 

which the fate of the entire project hinges” (Winkler, 1987, p. 133). If the work is to be 

done, then “somehow you have to get in there” (McDowell, 1998, p. 2135). Perhaps, as 

Ostrander (1993) argues, the impediments to researching elites, such as access and 

building rapport, can be effectively mitigated by careful planning, observing in-situ 

social protocols, “luck and a willingness to take advantage of opportunities as they arise” 

(p. 9). Still, as Ostrander admits, the process is one that is deeply political in nature and 

thus proceeding in the right order and through the right social contacts, is often the most 

effective means. As Brannen (1987) also emphatically argues, “it is not rational 

argument but the sponsorship of the powerful that eventually [makes] entry possible” (p. 

169) 
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Mostly, sociologists studying elite have to exploit pre-existing relationships 

(Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2006; Gerwirtz & Ozga, 1994), get the sponsorship of insiders 

(McHugh, 1994; Ostrander, 1993), leverage their own insider status (Khan, 2008; 

Semel, 1994), or rely on a snowball effect to leapfrog from one contact to another so as 

to gain access to more than one school (Forbes & Weiner, 2014, Swanborn, 2010). The 

fact of the matter is, “being a relatively safe known quantity helped [researchers] gain 

access to the school …” (Khan, 2008, p. 25), and being thought of as safe comes in no 

small part from being vouched for via these intermediary or direct connections. Elite 

schools today appear in no way as accommodating, nor can they afford researchers 

‘considerable freedom in data collection processes, as was encountered by Cookson Jr 

and Persell’s (1985) seminal elite sociological study. For Cookson Jr and Persell, after 

being warned by their colleagues that they would never get in, were then perplexed by 

the welcoming nature of the school. Still, the schools they studied were not without 

some measure of suspicion. As the authors note, an internal school memo stated that 

“they [the researchers] don’t appear to be hostile” (p. 6). It is clear then that like 

Hoffman (1980),   “the management of my identification thus became an important 

aspect of my research strategy” (p. 47).  

 

Gewirtz and Ozga (1994), in their study of education policy elite, suggest that access is 

more likely to be granted if the researchers look harmless or are able to adopt a persona 

that is both non-threatening and socially appropriate. It stands to reason that elite private 

schools would be sensitive to how they will be portrayed (Grek, 2011; McDowell, 1998, 

Ostrander, 1993). Likewise McDowell (1998) for instance, reported on how she would 

take on various personas, “’to some extent ‘playing dumb’ ... [at other times appearing] 

brusquely efficient .., [or] ‘sisterly’ ... [and] with some of the younger men [she] was 

superfast, well-informed, and definitely not to be patronised” (p. 2138). In order to 

facilitate rapport and secure participants for interviewing, McDowell  (1998) is crucially 

reading the “range of visual and verbal clues” (p. 2138) from her prospective 

interviewees, in order to adjust her approach. The key aspect is one of needing to 

“establish a strong sense of trust” (Gaztambide-Fernandez, 2006, p. 72), with the 

schools and participants in my study. 

 

I was not always successful in approaching elite private schools to participate in the 

study. Actors in elite spaces do not open their doors easily and prospective subjects and 

institutional gatekeepers will want the opportunity to “assess the legitimacy, seriousness, 
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competence and trustworthiness of the researchers” (Winkler, 1987, p. 135). I not only 

pursued collegial contacts but also cold-called several elite private schools directly. As 

one would expect, cold calling was not as fruitful, because I was simply ignored or told 

that they were too busy with their own internal professional development and research 

affiliations. Even working through existing contacts received similar treatment. 

However, when I was successful, success did not arrive in a decisive moment, but came 

through a series of negotiations. For example, at St Wooten’s after my initial 

conversations with administration, I was told that I would have to get my project 

approved by the curriculum and teaching coordinators. One of the coordinators didn’t 

see the relevance of my project to their teachers’ concerns. Similarly, at Collins 

Academy, the School Head questioned the alignment of my work with their own 

institutional goals.  

 

This lack of interest from the teachers at Miller College and also the seeming reluctance 

of the gatekeepers at St Wooten’s and Collins Academy to participating in my study led 

me to explore other ways in which my research could be helpful. I discussed these 

issues with one of the coordinators at St Wooten’s, which resulted in proposing instead 

that I could partially attend to the Australian Institute for Teaching and School 

Leadership (AITSL) teaching standards (Cole, 2012) in the course of my interviews and 

observations with participants (see Appendix C - Principal Statement and Consent 

Form). This re-visioning of my role, to including an offer of a quid pro quo 

arrangement, answered the ‘what’s in it for us?’ type question that was put to me. 

 

These experiences tally with other elite researcher’s experiences; for example, Brannen 

(1987), in a study on elite company directors, speaks of “play[ing] the organization 

[sic]”, by “wooing” various actors and “winning over” key personnel (p. 168). Likewise, 

my experience suggests that gaining access can be likened to a courtship, that is, 

gaining access to the elite private schools in the study was achieved through a series of 

interactions through which I attempted to ‘woo’ these institutions into participating in 

research. Academics do not have the leverage of a journalist writing for a widely 

circulated newspaper or magazine and instead must rely on strategies to facilitate entry 

and recruitment. For example, Thomas (1995) used “hooks ... [such as] the flattery of a 

role reversal ... that would give the [elite participant] the opportunity (as well as the 

responsibility) to teach the [academic]” (p. 9). Like Thomas found, the need to develop 

strategies to ‘hook’ participants was certainly the case in my research; for example, 
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even in having to negotiate with each participant the extent to which they would allow 

me to observe their practices.   

 

Although negotiations with all three schools were happening over the same period of 

time, it was at Miller College that I began my fieldwork. Here, the Headmaster had 

organised an opportunity for me to speak to teachers at a general staff meeting about my 

project and to get expressions of interest from them regarding the project. Only one 

teacher responded initially. However, after quite a bit of chasing up leads and being 

persistent, I eventually found the participants I needed for the study. At Collins 

Academy, I was allocated a group of teachers who were working together on a 

professional development programme designed to get those teachers to engage with the 

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) teacher standards.  

 

This professional development programme fortuitously aligned with my research offer. 

These teachers had elected a number of professional development options (all in-house 

programmes running concurrently) and were given one of their choices. Thus, getting 

teachers to participate at Collins Academy was a fairly straightforward process of 

getting them to opt in because of what I was offering them in terms of supporting their 

professional development programme. However, this also made it more difficult to 

branch out and find participants beyond this group as I was more or less allocated to a 

professional development group that was being run while the rest of the teacher cohort 

were busy being involved in the other remaining professional development groups. The 

implications of this circumstance were not only to constrain my participant pool, but 

also produced a temporal boundary around my project, which was all but halted once 

the professional development period came to a close. While I had planned to get all my 

observations and interviews done before this event, I was nonetheless surprised by how 

abruptly I was jettisoned from the school. The person in charge of the professional 

development programme had not made it clear that this was about to happen when I 

thought that I was going to be working with teachers in an on-going fashion. 

 

Likewise at St Wooten’s, I obtained access via the promise of assisting participants with 

the AITSL standards; for example by suggesting that I could help staff to reflect on their 

practice at interview or during debriefs after observations. However, while this 

approach gave me access, the teachers at St Wooten’s did not show any interest in the 

AITSL standards whatsoever. Nevertheless, the staff were alerted to my presence and 
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the coordinators who were my initial contacts at the school signed up to my study. This 

afforded me the opportunity to talk to other staff members during my first few visits. As 

Winkler (1987) suggests, the process of gaining access is a messy affair marked by 

fortuitous accidents. An example of one of these ‘accidents’ occurred at Miller College, 

when I was simply exiting the Headmaster’s office at the very same time a staff member 

was walking by and we got into a conversation. This exchange led to the staff member 

becoming a participant.  

 

What I am foregrounding in these accounts is that the endeavour of gaining access and 

finding participants requires moments of serendipity and the ability to utilise pre-

existing contacts, but also moments where my own interpersonal skills and ability to 

adapt my research to the needs of the schools and participants became critical. However, 

I am also arguing that I was not in full control of who joined the participant pool, in the 

main being dependent on teachers’ willingness to participate, but also because various 

gatekeepers exercised their agency in mediating my study proposal.  

 

While in the schools, I had to rely heavily on informal networking, that is, through 

discussing my project with any teachers who would give me their time to listen to my 

proposal. At other times I received referrals to potential participants from teachers who 

were already participating or who simply were being helpful.  These sampling strategies, 

known as ‘convenience’ and ‘snowball’ sampling techniques (Bryman, 2008), have 

affinities with each other, the former reliant on who is accessible, the later on who can 

be made accessible via intermediaries, or ‘using connections’ (McDowell, 1998). 

However, these forms of sampling, are still part of my broader ‘purposive sampling’ 

strategy (Bryman, 2008), which targeted teachers in elite private schools, even though I 

had little control in how the institutional gatekeepers and teachers themselves would 

respond.  

 

These types of nonprobability sampling strategies, such as the convenience and 

snowball sampling strategies used, do not produce the randomness of a sociological 

survey. However, this is not the aim or methodology of this research (see discussion in 

Chapter Three – Research Framework). Moreover, these are typical strategies in 

qualitative types of organisational research (Bryman, 2008; Farrokhi & Mahmoudi-

Hamidabad, 2012). The value of ‘nonprobability’ sampling strategies (Etikan, Musa, & 

Alkassim, 2016), such as snowball strategies, is that it can “lead to dynamic moments 
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where unique social knowledge of an interactional quality can be fruitfully generated” 

(Noy, 2007, p. 328). While these strategies raise questions about the comparability of 

accounts between participants, for instance because of the lack of randomness or the 

potential of outliers (Farrokhi & Mahmoudi-Hamidabad, 2012), the fact that the 

participants are in the first place all teachers within elite private schools means that they 

are by definition comparable individuals. Furthermore, the three schools in the study 

allows for a comparative assessment across the three sites and data reported in isolation, 

can then be identified as a potential outlier and controlled. In this way, the strongest 

data emerged by comparing data between the three schools in the study. As Bryman 

(2008) argues “[comparative design] embodies the logic of comparison ... [and] implies 

that we can understand social phenomena better when they are compared in relation to 

two or more meaningfully contrasting cases or situations” (p. 58). 

 

This section has elaborated on issues around access, both in terms of accessing the 

schools and the participants themselves. The problem of access is also multi-layered for 

the researcher who wants to gain access to an elite institution, for not only must they 

gain entry to institutions and recruit individual participants, they must also constantly 

negotiate access to different parts of their participants’ lives (Winkler, 1987). As a 

researcher, even once I had gained entry, I still needed to convince already busy 

teachers to add another task to their workload. Moreover, the limited resources and 

status of a doctoral project in relation to the institution, that is, a project, being 

instigated by the researcher rather than by the institution, also produces barriers a priori. 

 

Nevertheless, I was successful in attracting three schools and thirty-two participants to 

the study. Thus, while the initial single-site narrative inquiry was abandoned in favour 

of a more traditional multi-site study, this still added value in terms of the credibility of 

the findings. In the next section, I discuss the methods of data collection used in the 

study. 

 

Data Collection 

In this section, I discuss the processes of data collection, including the participant-

observations, the collection of field artefacts and the detail of the interview protocols 

employed.  
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Participant-Observation 

As Gerring (2007) suggests “[a]n observation is the most basic element of any empirical 

endeavor [sic]” (p. 20, emphasis in original). However, observation is not only the most 

basic form of empirical data, but it is also often the most meaningful (Stake, 2014). 

Observations of practice can “describe what the case’s activity is and what its effects 

seem to be (Stake, 2014, p. 4). Observations “focuses on human behaviour ... [but also 

includes the] observation of physical artefacts, material resources and of people’s 

surroundings” (Swanborn, 2010, p. 73). As Swanborn (2010) suggests, “[o]bservation is 

an important element of case study research” (p. 74) that helps develop insights into the 

social processes being studied.  As Swanborn (2010) suggests: 

 

Studying ‘a phenomenon in its natural context’ means that the researcher 
does not set apart individuals from their normal life situation ...  or that 
(s)he models a social process under the simplifying conditions of a 
laboratory experiment, but that (s)he studies social phenomena with as little 
disruption of the original setting as possible. Moreover, because the 
research takes place in the natural context of the phenomenon, we may be 
able to explore – in repeated case studies – the significance of different 
social and physical contexts and their impact on the social process (p. 15) 

 

The final point that Swanborn (2010) makes in the excerpt above is significant. 

Observations not only help the researcher develop insight into social process, but more 

importantly social processes in situ. These in-context observations, not only allow for 

triangulation with other data sources, but also produce crucial insight into the spatiality 

of practice, which is a crucial element of understanding the constraints (and 

opportunities) for teachers’ agency within their school context. 

 

During my fieldwork at each of the three sites, I acted as a participant-observer. 

Observations of classes were typically made while sitting at some convenient location 

in the classroom, although I was at times drawn into classroom discussions about a 

topic at hand by the teacher, or prompted to answer the questions of students who were 

curious about my presence. This suggests the reality that there was always some level of 

dialogue between researcher and research subject within observational settings such that 

my participation in this dialogue was in-itself observed. Participant-observation in this 

sense is not just the observation of participants, but also the “observation of 

participation” (Tedlock, 1991, p. 464). This epistemological understanding is taken to 

mean that in my observations and discussions with teachers, I was “experienc[ing] and 
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observ[ing my] own and others coparticipation [sic] within the ethnographic scene of 

encounter” (Tedlock, 1991, p. 464). 

 

Since the researcher is part of the action and is the “chief research instrument” (O'Toole 

& Beckett, 2009, p. 53), the field notes, which include descriptions of events and 

interactions, reflections and analytical notes are a critical part of data that informs my 

inquiry (see an example of a class observation in Appendix D). During my observations 

in class, or even at times going on an excursion or walking with participants, I would jot 

down notes including the timing of these observations. I would also take pictures of 

classrooms and draw maps of the classroom layouts and teachers’ movements during 

class, indicating on maps where the teacher would stand or move, trying to capture the 

action within the classroom. As described in Appendix D, boys were often curious about 

my presence and keen to ask questions. The teacher also would at times discuss aspects 

of the lesson, for instance, explaining a student’s behaviour to me. 

 

I did not use video recorders to capture the action, because of the potential interruption 

to authentic behaviour that overt videotaping presents (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; 

Oerlemans & Bakker, 2013). I used my observation notes as talking points with 

participants post-observation and during the formal interview. In this sense, participant-

observational data was something that could be folded back into subsequent 

conversations with teachers, as a form of ‘member checking’ (Creswell, 2014, 

Swanborn, 2010) to seek clarification on ambiguous statements or my interpretations of 

observations. Member checking in this sense is not just a way of verifying observations 

but of collecting more nuanced data (St. Pierre, 1997). As Moyser (1988) suggests, this 

type of post observational member checking is “… very close to a kind of informal 

mode of interviewing” (p. 115). 

 

Data was also generated from field observations outside classes, at assemblies and 

school events, as well as taking samples of the ‘material culture' (Hodder, 2000, p. ?) of 

the schools. These field artefacts; for example, student hand-outs, third-party literature 

used by teachers, and other texts such as school publications, promotional materials, 

pictures of various notices, iconography, and so on, are understood to "provide insights 

into other components of lived experience" (Hodder, 2000, p. 710), not captured by talk 

alone. As Hodder argues, material culture is "not simply a passive by-product of other 

areas of life" (p. 706) and so must necessarily be critically analysed for the discourses 
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and situated practices they support, augment or mitigate against. An example of this is 

how lesson handouts used by a teacher at Miller College positioned her as being more 

authoritative and the work more important because it was ‘from the examiner’ (from 

Excerpt 169, in the Market Pedagogies section of Chapter Six). 

 

Interviewing 

As Bryman (2008) suggests “[t]he interview is probably the most widely employed 

method in qualitative research” (p. 436). Bryman suggests that one of the reasons this is 

the case is because of the flexibility and efficiency of interviewing for gathering data. 

Gerring (2007) argues that in-depth interviews are a vital component of case study 

research that can “offer insight into the intentions, the reasoning capabilities, and the 

information-processing procedures of the actors involved in a given setting” (p. 45). 

Moreover, that the in-depth interview format, “the researcher is able to probe into 

details that would be impossible to delve into, let alone anticipate, in a standardized 

[sic] survey” (Gerring, 2007, p. 48). These details are crucial for bringing nuance and 

voice to teachers’ experiences in elite private schools, which is the central thrust of this 

doctoral work (see Aims and Research Questions section, Chapter One – Introduction). 

As Aberbach and Rockman (2002) argue, “[i]n elite interviewing, as in social science 

generally, the maxim for the best way to design and conduct a study is ‘purpose, 

purpose, purpose’”(p. 673). 

` 

Interviewing was the most sensitive part of my engagement with my participants. By 

this I mean that teachers were seemingly comfortable with being observed in class, but 

going on the record was something that several teachers understandably were concerned 

about in terms of anonymity. To this end, I was cognisant of how the visibility of 

teachers’ participation in interviews would compromise their anonymity with their peers. 

Thus I let the participants choose the place in which we conducted interviews. I also 

offered the option of conducting the interview at an off-site location, which was taken 

up by one interviewee. The interviews were more typically conducted in the teachers’ 

office or classroom, but also in conference rooms within the schools that were provided 

by administrators for my visit. Interviewees also negotiated aspects of the terms of this 

engagement, on one occasion asking me to interview two participants jointly. These 

decisions were made on an ad-hoc basis, meaning they were context-dependent and 

negotiated with the participants. 
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Initially, I had intended to use the ‘Interview to the Double’ (Nicolini, 2009), which 

held promise in being able to explicate the “… discursive and moral environment within 

which practice unfolds” (p. 196). In this method participants are asked to imagine a 

‘double’ who will replace them at work the next day. The task for interviewees would 

then be to detail every aspect of their day so that an imposter or double, relying on the 

interview account, would not be discovered if they were to follow the detail of the 

interviewee’s reporting. However, my first interview with a teacher at St Wooten’s 

suggested instead that I would get banal accounts of their everyday actions in ways that 

would not go far in answering the research questions. This led me to adapting the theory 

of ecologies of practices from Kemmis, Wilkinson, Edwards-Groves, Hardy, 

Grootenboer and Bristol (2014) as an interview method.  

 

Kemmis et al.’s (2014) ecological perspective on practices provided a methodological 

tool, providing a structure that I could use to sift through teachers’ self-understandings 

and their perspectives of practices and their school-based relationships. Kemmis et al. 

operationalised this ecological perspective via a ‘table of invention’ that a researcher 

could work with to elaborate the myriad of contingencies between different aspects of 

teacher/student practice. I adapted this framework for use as an interview tool, adding a 

category that asked teachers to attend to their experiences with external stakeholders 

such as parents, wider community, academic research and issues in mainstream press 

(see Appendix E - Ecologies of Practice Interview Framework). The elements of the 

‘table of invention’ were as follows: 

 

 Student learning and social practices 

 Teaching and preparation 

 Teacher learning and collaboration 

 Educational leadership and administration 

 Educational research and educational policy 

 Parental and community engagement practices (e.g. mass media, social 

media, academia etc.) 

  

The interviews were conducted with these elements acting as a framework guiding the 

interview. As Swanborn (2010) suggests, protocols for interviewing “helps [the 

researcher] not to lose sight of the central research questions. It demonstrates the 

researcher’s use of a comparable approach by going from one [participant] to the other” 
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(p. 75). This semi-structured approach is also partially a bracketing technique that to an 

extent holds in abeyance the presuppositions of my academic and personal orientations 

(Gearing, 2004), although not entirely (see Accounting for Entanglements section, in 

Chapter Three - Research Framework).   

 

These various elements of teachers’ work-worlds, that is, the actions, interactions, 

histories and self-understandings, were discussed in relation to each other. For example, 

in discussing student learning and social practices, I asked how this element shaped, 

enabled, constrained, affirmed or negated other practices in the school ecology or 

whether it was a factor in itself affecting their practices and understandings. A typical 

line of questioning; for example, around student practices, was “what kind of 

behaviours do you think that the [students] bring to class that makes life easier for you 

and what kind of behaviours make life harder for you, [do] you think?” (Excerpt 4, 

Leanne’s interview, Miller College). This open-ended form of questioning would then 

typically lead to more specific secondary lines of questioning. However, since I had 

mostly observed the teachers before my interviews, I would ask about some specific 

practice I had seen, as a form of member-checking and also as a way of re-establishing 

rapport: 

 

Interviewer Let's start. So what I will look at are things like student 
practices, parent practices, your leadership [practices] here, 
administration, how you collaborate with each other. Your own 
practices of learning, preparation 

David Yup 
Interviewer  How that impacts on what you do … one of the things I did 

notice coming into your classes is you have a very pastoral, 
very humanist approach to the kids. The questions you get 
from them, you handle even the wrong questions really well … 
I rarely heard you say ‘no’ in your class. Let's talk about, tell 
me about that humanist, you know, your, your style (.) where 
does that come from? (Excerpt 5, David’s interview, Collins 
Academy) 

 

In the excerpt above, I highlight to the interviewee the various practices and modalities 

of relating that I was going to be asking about, but I already had a starting point from 

my observations in his class. In this way, I am both member checking as well as re-

establishing the rapport that I had built in the participant-observations. These follow up 

questions from my observations also provided concrete examples that helped to 

contextualise my line of questioning; for example, asking teachers about how they 
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reconciled wider community concerns about privilege well-rehearsed in the mainstream 

media and the elite sociological oeuvre: 

 

I just want to ask about media discourses, because when I first came here, 
couple of months ago and I went with [the Headmaster] and he was talking 
[at the assembly] about the [negative media attention with regards to the] 
sign out the front [and] then the Adam Goodes [racism issue that involved] 
one of your staff members, I mean does any of the discourses of the media 
… about private schooling impact on you at all? (Excerpt 6, Phillip’s 
interview, Miller College) 

 

This open-ended style of questioning produced a space for teachers to reflect on their 

practice, but also to necessarily confront issues emergent from the observations of their 

classroom practices or the more general issues emergent during my fieldwork, such as 

the above account. However, the aim was to remain conversational and non-directive in 

order to allow interviewees to voice their own priorities in self-reporting on their work-

world, as they perceived it (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). However, I was also then in a 

position to ask follow up questions depending on the initial responses of teachers, as 

well as ask questions about my observations of practice at their school. This again was a 

form of member checking, but also a way to get teachers to confront some of their 

taken-for-granted understandings: 

 

Robyn [O]ne thing I really like about this school is that it's inclusive 
… 

Interviewer Hmm but it's inclusive in one way, if you can afford to come 
here, it's inclusive  

Robyn Yeah 
Interviewer There are no barriers to entry, but then it's … still this high-fee 

paying school 
Robyn Yeah 
Interviewer So you need to be economically positioned 
Robyn Yeah 
Interviewer To get in here. So even though you're saying it's inclusive, in a 

sense it's also exclusive 
Robyn Yeah 
Interviewer At the very same time, I mean so, there's still a tension there, 

you know, and but, I'm just asking you, is there a tension there, 
actually, that's what I should ask 

Robyn I don't really know cos umm (.) yeah I guess there is, I mean a 
lot of people turn their nose up at that sort of stuff don't they. 
(Excerpt 7, Robyn’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

These follow-up questions are analogous to a chess game, as Kvale and Brinkmann 

(2009) suggest, which does not rely on explicit context-independent rule following, but 
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instead depends on “a sensitivity toward the social relationship of the interview, and 

knowledge about what he or she wants to ask about” (p. 139). This at times required a 

deconstructing the responses of teachers in situ. These probing questions were guided 

by my supporting research questions (see Aims and Research Questions section in 

Chapter One).  

 

This type of open questioning leaves the respondent room to respond however they 

wish and to reveal as much or as little as they deemed appropriate. Although this does 

then produce complex and varied accounts from respondents, this is a necessary feature 

for producing thick descriptions of teacher practice and discourse, rather than relying on 

the one-sided nature of a closed interviewing technique. It is also a form of questioning 

that makes room for teacher agency in their conversations with me, precisely because 

they have room to manoeuvre. As Aberbach and Rockman (2002) suggest, “[i]f one 

needs to probe for information and to give respondents maximum flexibility in 

structuring their responses, then open- ended questions are the way to go” (p. 673). 

 

There two interviews, with teachers who were members of the executive at Miller 

College that were less broad, and pertained to specific questions that were emergent in 

other participant interviews (see Appendix B). These interviews, particularly at Miller 

College, emerged as necessary because I needed to learn about specific aspects of the 

teaching and learning programme that specific members of staff had more specialised 

knowledge about; for example, one school leaders had specific information about the 

history of the Junior School programme. However, within these interviews, I still used 

some of the elements of the table of invention as far as was possible to guide follow-up 

questions and to structure my conversation around the same elements of practice I was 

discussing with most participants.  

 

This section has outlined the primary data collection methods used in the study. In the 

next section I detail how I analysed the data, what themes in the data became quickly 

apparent and discuss in detail the discourse analysis undertaken in the main using 

Foucauldian and ecological concepts to orientate my thinking. 
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Analysis 

The transcripts of audio files recorded at interview were created using InqScribe 

software (Baumgartner, Brown, & Loh, 2015). Although analysis was in a sense already 

afoot in the ongoing contemplation of the interactions, conversations and practices 

observed during the fieldwork and interview stages, the deeper mining of the data began 

to occur through the transcription of the interviews. For example, during transcriptions I 

would already notice the more visible themes, such as those around gendered 

identifications and transgressive accounts of relating (see Chapter Seven - Pedagogies 

of Subjugation). Interview transcripts were then imported into Microsoft Excel for 

detailed analysis. 

 

To begin with, the transcripts were analysed to discover patterns of practice, repetitions 

and re-circulations of discourse, modes of interactions. This approach would be 

considered a type of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), that is, a “… method for 

identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (p. 79). As Braun 

(2006) suggests, “thematic analysis provides a flexible and useful research tool, which 

can potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex, account of data” (p. 78). The 

usefulness of thematic analysis also lies in its theoretical flexibility, because “thematic 

analysis is not wedded to any pre-existing theoretical framework” (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p. 81).  It is here that I make use of the various Foucauldian analytics of power, 

subjectivity and analytics of space (see A Foucauldian Toolkit section in Chapter 

Three), augmented by various literature as required; for example, ecological 

understandings of the social and agency (see Refining Foucauldian Theory with 

Ecological Concepts section in Chapter Three). However, while theory is used to 

orientate myself to the data, I continued to utilise the research questions to guide my 

data selection for critique. To re-iterate, these supporting questions are: 

 

 How do elite private school discourses and practices initiate teachers into 

their professional roles and responsibilities? 

 How do elite private school teachers mediate, augment or speak back to 

these processes? 

 

These supporting questions were undergirded by a view that participants were enacting 

their professional/collegial practices within an array of discourses which contextualised 
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these practices (van Leeuwen, 2008). However, discourses were also understood as 

being actualised in site-level practices, modes of relating and material arrangements and 

the particularities of social space and time (Kemmis et al., 2014). These supporting 

research questions oriented me to these discursivities, spatialities and temporalities, 

which are understood to be ecologically arranged in a myriad of contexts-for-action 

(Biesta & Tedder, 2007). These theoretical orientations and lines of questioning 

oriented my thinking towards focussing on just how teachers are, or are not, agentic and 

why that may be. This is crucial analysis that supports my findings with regards to the 

primary research question, which is: 

 

What is the transformative potential of teachers’ agency in 

Australian elite private schools? 

 

To reiterate, I conceptualised this transformative potential as existing within the 

“teachers’ capacity to make choices, take principled action, and enact change” 

(Anderson, 2010, p. 541). I colour-coded the three research questions, as firstly, direct 

examples of agency in changing or attempting to change practices, which relates to the 

primary research question; secondly, as examples of how teachers were describing 

being “initiated into practices” (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 93, emphasis in original), which 

relates to the first supporting question; and thirdly, I looked for examples of teacher 

mediations of these discursivities. As I read through each line of a transcript I would 

colour-code fragments of text with one of these three options, and add comments about 

the themes I was seeing emerge.   

 

I examined the various thematics and techniques of representation (Luke, 1995) in 

teacher accounts through a “careful line by line reading of the text while looking for 

processes, actions, assumptions, and consequences” (Ryan & Bernard, 2000, p. 780). I 

explored their lexical resources, the textual devices/repetitions/grammatical hidden in 

their accounts, as well as the types of vocabulary used; for example, idioms, sayings, 

and clichés (Jäger, 2001). This approach is what Luke (1995) calls the denaturalization 

of text, “to make sensible and available for analysis everyday patterns of talk, writing, 

and symbolic exchange that are often invisible to participants” (p. 12). What also 

became visible was the social relations that were privileged and/or concealed; for 

example, the status of the teachers in relation to the parents and how this was highly 

asymmetric and constraining, yet was still conceived by some teachers as legitimate and 
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fruitful. I also looked for discursive effects of seemingly non-discursive practices and 

material arrangements. All these aspects intermingled with teacher agency and how they 

conceptualised their own identities. In this way thematic analysis was employed as a 

form of discourse analysis seeking to “unpick or unravel the surface of ‘reality’” (p. 81) 

to discover “the ways in which events, realities, meanings, experiences and so on are the 

effects of a range of discourses operating within society” (p. 81).  

 

The various discursivities and self-technologies of agency that became emergent in this 

thematic analysis, were compared across transcripts within sites and between sites to 

look for patterns of similarity and difference. Here, I would also use word search 

functions within Excel to quickly locate certain thematics across sites. Analysis became 

a constant iterative process of analysis and theoretical refinement, developing over time 

deeper levels of analysis and connection, which elaborated the social space in 

increasingly complex ways. For example, the ecological framework itself did not 

emerge from the outset when thinking of Foucault’s dispositif.  

 

In the first place, the various Foucauldian analytics and derivative conceptualisations of 

Foucault’s social assemblage can be at times complex and opaque (see; for example, 

Deleuze, 1992). Foucault did elaborate on his notion of the dispositif to consider its 

strategic nature, mostly in carceral settings of the prison, the clinic and the school 

(Foucault, 1980). However, Foucault’s conceptualisations of the dispositif have been 

criticised for being reductive and ordering rather than generative (Pløger, 2008). 

Nevertheless, these notions of strategy and play, Foucauldian ‘truth game[s]’ (Foucault, 

1997) initially led me to thinking about games and strategies in social encounters 

(Goffman, 1961b, 1969), language games (Wittgenstein, 1958), Bourdieu’s (1990) actor 

and their  “feel for the game” (p. 66) and de Certeau’s actor and their “tactics” (de 

Certeau, 1984, p. 23). From the sociological field, the likes of Bowles and Gintis (1988) 

have also put forward a conception of society as a set of games “asymmetric, recursive, 

constitutive and overlapping [ARCO]” (p. 240). Teachers in the study would also off-

handedly use metaphors of games (see for example, Paul’s comments in Excerpt 179, in 

the Defensive Pedagogies section of Chapter Six).  

 

This dialectic between what I was seeing in the transcripts, in how teachers were 

strategically navigating their work-worlds, combined with the various sociological 

theorisations I was encountering, led me to think of games and social encounters as 
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nested within wider games. For example, Crozier (1964, 1976) and Burawoy (1979) 

have long since argued for a greater sociological focus on recurring games of 

individuals and groups. This led me to explore ecological concepts such as the ‘ecology 

of games’ (Firestone, 1989), as well as Kemmis et al.’s conception of an ecology of 

practices (2014) and other ecological ways of thinking about social institutions (see 

Refining Foucauldian Theory with Ecological Concepts section, in Chapter Three). 

Thus, what began as a rather opaque conception of a heterogeneous and ordering 

dispositif, evolved into thinking in ways that made room for agency in contingent 

relations of power, as well as contingent relations between truths and between practices, 

in and between ecologically arranged niches (Kemmis et al., 2014). 

 

There emerged three areas of practice that could be seen quite clearly in teacher 

accounts as affecting their work-lives at all three sites to different degrees. Firstly, it 

became clear that there were similarities in how teachers understood the everyday issues 

of teaching practice in their schools, such as the neoliberalisation of their work, how 

they understood social justice issues, as well as how they mediated (and also utilised) 

these various imperatives (see Chapter Five - Illusions of Privilege). Secondly, what 

became apparent at all three sites was the influence of the power relations in which they 

were embedded, both with parents and boys, as well as their administrators (see Chapter 

Six - Asymmetries of Power). Thirdly, and perhaps the most provocative findings, came 

from the reports of sexual harassment of young female teachers at all three sites, which 

drew attention to how gender relations were being constructed, enacted and reproduced 

(see Chapter Seven - Pedagogies of Subjugation).  

 

This triangulation of data, by comparing data between the three sites, allowed the data 

to be tested for validity and trustworthiness. The emergent findings in teacher accounts 

were also triangulated (see Navigating the Bricolage section, in Chapter Three - 

Research Framework) with field artefacts; for example, student handouts, course 

materials, observations (handwritten notes), informal teacher interviews/member-

checking in-situ (recorded and transcribed as per formal interviews), texts from the 

participant schools (such as school policy documents, historical documents, prospectus, 

notice board information, curriculum materials) and finally third-party publications such 

as recollections of former alumni and former staff (in print). Visual artefacts such as the 

imagery in school prospectuses were also analysed much like text and talk, because 

“human predisposition towards multimodal meaning making … requires attention to 
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more than one semiotic than just language-in-use” (Iedema, 2003, p. 33). An example of 

this is the rugged footballer image on the front page of St Wooten’s marketing materials 

and how this image provides a validation of the sporting masculinity that traces its 

lineage to the historic archetypes of the English Public schools (see Sport, Alt-Sport and 

Feminine Otherness section in Chapter Seven - Pedagogies of Subjugation). As van 

Leeuwen (2005) argues, discursive “evaluations and legitimations [as well as critique 

and de-legitimations] can also be realized [sic] visually” (p. 105).  

 

This section has detailed the strategies of discourse analysis used in this study (see also 

discussion of the theoretical underpinnings of the various analytics in Chapter Three - 

Research Framework). I have discussed the methods for discourse analysis and 

highlighted the iterative analytical process. This method of refining and thinking about 

theory and data does also acknowledge the fact that themes, at least at the outset, are 

“abstract (and often fuzzy) constructs” (Ryan & Bernard, 2000, p. 780). These themes 

emerged not just out of the texts under analysis, but also from the constant review of the 

literature and theory, as well as my own experiences in the research space; for example, 

through the analysis of field notes and classroom observations.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the types of schools and teachers who participated in this 

multisite study. I examined issues of access and participant selection as well as the 

various modes of data collection and analysis.  These methods of data gathering and 

analysis, considered in conjunction with the Research Framework (Chapter Three), 

highlights the fact that this study is a process of always “[comparing] knowledge and 

experience against data, never losing sight of the data themselves” (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008, p. 33). I turn to this data (and analysis) over the next three chapters. In Chapter 

Five - Illusions of Privilege, I examine teacher discourses amid their responses to 

external discourses and practices, such as the politics of privilege played out in media 

discourses. In Chapter Six - Asymmetries of Power, I explore the relational aspects of 

teachers’ accounts. In the third and final findings chapter, Chapter Seven - Pedagogies 

of Subjugation, I unpick the discourses around the constructions of masculinities and 

the implications of these school level discourses and practices for relations between 

boys in elite private schools and their teachers. 
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Chapter Five - Illusions of Privilege 
 

Introduction 

This first of three findings chapter explores the various imperatives articulated in site-

level discourses and practices that appear to impact on the professional and pedagogical 

aspects of teachers’ work. How these teachers make sense of these exigencies and how 

they rationalise their own mediations and complicities within these discursive 

formations is crucial evidence that speaks to both of the research sub-questions, which 

are: 

 

 How do elite private school discourses and practices initiate teachers into 

their professional roles and responsibilities? 

 How do elite private school teachers mediate, augment or speak back to 

these processes? 

 

The primary evidence in this chapter is based on the analysis of interview transcripts; 

this is triangulated against field notes recorded during observations of practices and 

document analysis. The chapter begins with a presentation of the various teacher-

participants responses to questions concerning the influences on their daily work. As a 

point of preview, responses appear to reflect a neoliberalisation of teachers’ work-lives 

within the elite private school context. Responses from teacher-participants related to 

how they understand their social responsibilities, for example, how they perceive 

broader issues of social justice and educational inequality are presented. By 

problematising issues central to social justice imperatives of elite sociology does not 

simply highlight how these teachers rationalise the exclusivity and privileges of elite 

private schooling as a moralising urge, instead, it raises responses about how teachers 

use their agency in blending and mediating these exigencies that have long pervaded the 

legitimacy of these schools. To conclude this chapter, I examine the socio-affective and 

material investments of the teacher-participants and how these entanglements can both 

enable and constrained in their agency 
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Transactional Logics 

This section details the various discourses and practices that emerge in participants’ 

accounts, while drawing out and analysing various thematics that appear to affect their 

lives. What is crucial to note is that statements of participants are not understood to 

reflect facticity-in-itself, but are the perception of participants, that is, how they 

perceive the various school-level imperatives and how they mediate, ignore or speak 

back to them. 

 

In the first excerpt below, Lynn, a new teacher in her first year of teaching at Miller 

College, reveals a very business-like conception of teacher practice: 

 

I try to remember that at the end of the day [the parents are] the client you 
know (.) their kids are the consumer, but they are the client, they're the 
ones who you need to please. (Excerpt 8, Lynn’s interview, Miller 
College). 

 

This comment purports a business-like thematic, describing a conception of student-

parent-teacher relations as one of consumer, the client, and the service provider. It is  a 

commonly held view that appears in several other participant accounts from each of the 

three sites. For example, Michael, a coordinator and teacher at St Wooten’s, talked 

about students and parents similarly, describing the students as “very astute consumers” 

(Excerpt 9, Michael’s interview, St Wooten’s), and the school as a “service industry” 

(Excerpt 10, Michael’s interview, St Wooten’s). Similarly, Jill at St Wooten’s more 

explicitly talked about how “schools are run like businesses” (Excerpt 11, Jill’s 

interview, St Wooten’s), but rationalised how “unfortunately today they have to be … 

[because] parents are paying an awful lot of money” (Excerpt 12, Jill’s interview, St 

Wooten’s). Paul, a teacher and someone who had a senior leadership role at Collins was 

similarly forthright, arguing that because “people [were] pay[ing] a lot of money to 

come [to Collins]” (Excerpt 13, Paul’s interview, Collins Academy), that there was as a 

consequence, “a lot of pressure that because you're selling a very expensive product that 

people want a return on” (Excerpt 14, Paul’s interview, Collins Academy).  

 

The transactional logics inherent in these justifications also appear to undergird 

participants’ rationalisations for their pedagogical practices. For example, when talking 

about the explicit focus on matriculation results by her Head of Department, Lynn at 

Miller opined that a focus on getting matriculation results had “quite a lot to do with 
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being a high fee-paying school … that's what the parents are paying for” (Excerpt 15, 

Lynn’s interview, Miller College). Similarly, Alison a young female teacher in only her 

second teaching role at Collins, reflected at interview about how she was focused on the 

needs of the parents at the school in terms of “ … what [the] clientele want off me” 

(Excerpt 16, Alison’s Interview, Collins Academy). These accounts suggest that 

teachers are attuned to parent qua market expectations in making sense of their teaching 

role. 

 

Market Expectations 

These understandings appear to be dynamically shaped by parent pressure, in how the 

teacher-participants are not the only ones to deploy this market-oriented lexicon In one 

instance, Rick a long serving staff member and Head of a rugged sporting code at Miller 

College gave examples whereby parents were communicating expectations and 

legitimising their demands because they were paying for their son’s education. As Rick 

surmised, “when push comes to shove (.) when money's involved”, parents were 

essentially saying “I’m paying for it, that's what I expect” (Excerpt 17, Rick’s interview, 

Miller College). Likewise, Jill, a very experienced teacher and Head of her faculty at St 

Wooten’s Middle School talked about the parents, who were “paying all this money so 

[expected] the best … [and that] some parents [were] straight in your face about it 

[while for] others … you can read it within lines of emails or conversations (.) just 

socially” (Excerpt 18, Jill’s Interview, St Wooten’s).  

 

The awareness that “Australian schooling operates within a marketised landscape that is 

intensely competitive and highly stratified” (Saltmarsh, 2016) is apparent in Paul’s 

suggestion that teachers face pressures “out of a context that don't belong to them”  

(Excerpt 19, Paul’s interview, Collins Academy). In Paul’s view, it appears that the 

marketised organisation of schooling combined with parent anxieties were placing 

accountabilities on teachers at elite private schools that were above and beyond that for 

non-elite schools: 

 

I think that with (.) with the notion of high-fee paying, highly engaged 
parents comes (.) an added degree of responsibility (.) and accountability 
(.) that wouldn't be present (.) not that it shouldn't be present, but wouldn't 
be present in a system where (.) where there isn't the high fees attached … 
I think that there's high value placed on education by our parents and the 
bottom of it is mostly wanting to maximise the opportunities for their son 
but at the same time it's also a recognition that they are paying, and what 



 114 

everybody says, we are offering a product that costs $25,000 plus (.) a year 
(.) and with that, the parents are expecting to get value for what they're 
buying. (Excerpt 20, Paul’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

Paul’s perspective offers a view of the realpolitik of parents qua customers who are 

buying a schooling commodity.  Interestingly, his comment stands in stark contrast to 

idea that education is first and foremost about social benefits and the communal good 

that progressives would hope for (Connell, 2012). Paul’s use of phrases such as ‘get 

value for what they're buying’, ‘we are offering a product’ reveals two things: first are 

indicators of a straight market discourse; and second are a pragmatic concession that 

organises the practices and relations within Collins Academy in asymmetrical ways 

between parents and the teachers. Yet, there is also a quasi-moral discourse insinuated 

by the idea of ‘valuing’ education in the phrase ‘there’s a high value placed on 

education’ that is simultaneously conflated with more self-interested notions of getting 

“bang for their buck” (Excerpt 21, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s). In her interview, 

Jenny, a long-serving teacher who had previously held a leadership role as a Head of 

House, suggested that this is what parents are expecting.  

 

On the one hand, consumer/market discourse, such as, consumer choice and market 

accountability, are ‘neoliberal precepts’ that have undergirded the schooling agenda of 

successive Australian governments for the last several decades (Lingard, 2010). Yet, 

these discourses appear to combine in powerful ways with quasi-moral discourses; for 

example the notion that paying high-fees equals the valuing education per se. This, in 

effect, not only veils the material privileges of the high-fee paying parent, but secures 

their action as moral conduct. In Foucauldian terms, this discursive assemblage would 

have disciplinary effects (Foucault, 1977) on teachers in terms of how they come to 

understand their roles and responsibilities, in ways that are arguably quite different from 

how their government school counterparts may be broadly caught up in everyday 

performativities that have come to be part and parcel of a teacher’s role (Ball, 2003).  

Yet, these quasi-moral discourses that appear to legitimate the high-fees these schools 

charge and the conduct of parents who are willing to pay, also have a tendency to elide 

the obvious questions that these arguments generate. This is a matter raised by Alex: 

 

Alex [deep breath out] ok this is going to sound a little bit elitist um 
(.) both my wife and I went to [elite schools’ sporting 
association (ESSA)] schools (.) I didn't benefit from mine (.) 
and I wasn't particularly fussed about (.) about [ESSA] schools 
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(.) but my wife has strong views (.) that (.) the filter (.) is 
important (.) that (.) let me explain that (.) that everybody (.) 
that's in [an ESSA] school (.) their parents have found $20,000 
to send them there (.) so they obviously  (.) care about their 
children enough (.) to make that sacrifice 

Interviewer  Or that they have the economic power to do it 
Alex  Or they have the economic power  (.) you could argue that and  

(.) and certainly down in the leafy suburbs that would be the 
case (.) umm (.) but you could always spend that $20,000 on 
something else (.) you could buy a (.) upgrade your car (.) you 
can go on a holiday (.) you're still choosing to spend that 
money. (Excerpt 22, Alex’s interview, Miller College) 

 

Alex, who is older male teacher in his forties working at Miller College, yokes notions 

of parental ‘sacrifice’ with parental ‘choice’ as a means to evade the egregious 

discourses of self-interest and privilege that I am implying in my question. As he goes 

on to elaborate, he uses the phrase ‘the filter’ to describe a financial barrier that keeps 

out the “local alcoholic's kids … the drug dealer's kids at the school (.) you've got the 

local prostitute's kids … because everybody has to go to school” (Excerpt 23, Alex’s 

interview, Miller College). Moral panics appear to yoked to this discourse of ‘care’, 

where parents who care about their children must cloister them into what Foucault 

would call ‘crisis heterotopias’ (Foucault & Miskowiec, 1986). Elite private schools 

offer what Hook (2007) describes as “spatial answers to a social problem” (p. 193). Yet 

moral crises have animated schooling in Australia since the very beginnings, as 

described in A Brief History of Elite Private Schooling in Australia section in Chapter 

Two, and on to the more contemporary phenomenon of ‘white flight’ by the middle 

classes into private schooling in Australia (Ho, 2011).  

 

Quasi-Moral Discourses 

What is crucial to point out in Alex’s argument (from Excerpt 22 above), is that the 

logic of segregation is legitimated (and masked) by quasi-moral discourses. The 

corollary to this logic ‘care’ of course is that those who do not ‘choose’ elite private 

schooling, they are by contrast ‘irresponsible’ (Angus, 2015) and uncaring. This 

discourse legitimises the ‘filter’, which would otherwise look ‘elitist’ as Alex admits. 

The policing function of the high-fees that the elite private school charges, neatly 

separates the multiform of the social into neat binary oppositions of haves and have-nots 

into a more appealing formulation that pits the caring against the uncaring, those who 

are moral against those who are morally reprehensible.  
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These types of quasi-moral discourses also appear as socio-affective internalisations, or 

‘self technologies’ (Foucault, 1988b), which energise teacher efforts. For example, as 

Dom, a teacher at Collins, reported, he “ … really appreciate[d] the sacrifices that 

parents make to send their kids [to Collins Academy]. So [he] really work[ed] very, 

very hard, (.) because, it's a, it's a lot of money … it's a big sacrifice for the majority of 

the families” (Excerpt 24, Dom’s interview, Collins Academy). Dom’s assertion is both 

surprising and arguably quite erroneous considering Collins Academy has 81% of its 

students hailing from the top quartile of the socio-economic index or ICSEA (For 

details of the ICSEA, see Australian Curriculum Reporting and Assessment Authority, 

2015). Yet these apparent ‘sacrifices’ of elite private school parents all the more 

construct a ‘common sense referent’ (Lefebvre, 1987) that making financial sacrifices 

and segregating your child in elite private schools is an act of responsible parenting. 

This is a construct made apparent by teacher Brad: 

 

The parents value what you're doing, I guess partly because they're paying. 
So the whole environment is more, conducive to productivity and the (.) 
the battles (.) to teach in a government school (.) you might have (.) five or 
ten kids, the five or ten worse kids, the five or ten average kids, as poorly 
behaved as the worse kids in St Wooten’s. (Excerpt 25, Brad’s interview, 
St Wooten’s) 

 

In the excerpt above, Brad aligns the transactional nature of paying for an elite private 

school with the esteem the parents afford the teacher’s work, and at the same time 

conflates this with the positive relational experiences that Brad enjoys with his students. 

The more parents pay, the more they ‘value’ the teachers’ work, and because they value 

this work, the children are ipso facto productive. Moreover, it is not just that the boys 

are better behaved, but the implication is that this behaviour was a form of gratitude and 

moral fortitude. As Alison from Collins suggested, the “[students were] very aware of 

the privilege they [were] in … [and] value[d] the education … [and] were definitely 

appreciative and respectful of the fact that this is where you need to put the work in” 

(Excerpt 26, Alison’s interview, Collins Academy). In Alison’s account what is also 

crucial to note is that quasi-morality that underscores parents choosing high-fee paying 

segregated schools, is not only a legitimation of privilege, but that privilege is reduced 

to an always-already state of affairs.  

 

Thus, it seems that a quasi-moral philosophy that depicts care, good and righteous 

conduct, gratefulness and industriousness, at the same time effaces the fact that parents 
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use financial means to segregate and advantage their children.  For all stakeholders alike, 

it appears that this financially backed privilege is simply a natural state of affairs. 

Naturalistic discourses around social inequality are understood as those discourses that 

construct a view of the world as always-already and self-disclosing phenomenon. This 

not only implies a fatalism going forward into the future, that this state of affairs is 

intractable, but veils the political construction of these social inequalities. These 

rationalisations are also founded on binary oppositions, which mobilise certain 

assertions and seemingly veil the material advantages of the ‘caring’ and righteous 

acting elite private school pattern against the uncaring and neglectful parent, or more 

simply as bad behaviour and immorality that the elite private school successfully keeps 

out. Stacey explains: 

 

I like the way [the boys] greet [you] … they'll go good morning [Ms 
Stacy] (.) … all the students say thank you as they leave (.) the year 7 right 
through to year 12 (.) so nice [whereas] over there if you had student 
signing up for your classroom (.) they'd be damaging property or (.) or 
damaging the hallways (.) so that's the first kinda thing that comes to mind. 
(Excerpt 27, Stacey’s interview, Miller College) 

 

Stacey is a new teacher with a contract position at Miller College who reassured me 

several times even before we began our interview that she had nothing bad to say about 

her new employer. Stacey’s account juxtaposes well-behaved elite private school 

students against the excesses of poor behaviour she experienced as a public school 

teacher herself.  It is a comment that raises questions about how participants’ discourses 

can construct the non-elite schools as an unrelentingly bad ‘other’. Elite private school 

students appear in Stacey’s account as moral, obedient, and courteous, while at the same 

time the non-elite are reduced to ‘the mob’. While the above participant accounts may 

point to the veracity of claims of better behaviour, of parents who have high 

expectations and students that are respectful, there are nevertheless also counter-

narratives that add nuance to these binary-like conceptions (addressed more explicitly in 

the latter chapter, Pedagogies of Subjugation). Yet these binary oppositions of good 

student behaviour versus very bad student behaviour, the parents who care versus those 

who don’t, act as quasi-moral after-the-fact legitimations of market rationalities. These 

assertions backward map onto the neoliberal logics that have already reduced human 

relations to market relations, while at the same time making the inequity and exclusivity 

of the elite private school seem not only palatable, but righteous action.  
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In this section, I have explored the nexus of how market discourses and the 

rationalisations of participants combine; for example, how these ‘common sense’ logics 

do discursive work that affirms neoliberal logic by suggesting that purchasing power is 

open to all if one makes the proper ‘sacrifice’. Moreover, I have explored how the 

downstream effects of these arrangements such as the ostensible good behaviour and 

productive environment participants relate; these understandably appear to reinforce 

participants’ commitments to their workplace and return again to legitimate their 

founding precepts. In a Foucauldian sense, we can see how power/knowledge is 

mutually reinforcing; that is, even at its most reducible, the economic power of a 

minority of high socio-economically privileged groups appear to be able to mobilise a 

logic of care and consumer rights that in turn reaffirms (and paradoxically effaces) their 

financial capacities and privileges.  

 

On the one hand this knowledge/power nexus undergirds my participants’ capacity to 

evade the hypocrisies that are interned by the abandonment of the principles of mutual 

responsibility and the common good. Yet, on the other, it also implicates schooling as a 

site of struggle if in so much as these discourses appear necessary discursive apparatus 

enacted as a means to ameliorate the counter-claims against privileges of elite private 

schooling per se. However, the social terrain is uneven in regard to the multiplicity with 

the discursive formations of the elite private schools. Teachers do not articulate in 

neoliberal and quasi-moral discourses sans remainder. There are glimmers of mediation 

amongst the regularities of affirmation. However, before I turn to these agonisms, I now 

look more closely at how teachers are pro-active in mediating counter-discourses that 

seek to destabilise the affirmations of elite privilege visible in this section. 

 

The Nuances of Hypocrisy 

This section explores the enunciations that participants more directly deploy to counter 

my questions about social and education inequality. These counter-discourses to 

educational privilege are well rehearsed in media representations of elite private 

schooling, which emerge in teachers’ reports of their social encounters. To make sense 

of how participant mediate these antagonisms in relation to their role within their elite 

private schools, I also juxtapose the participant responses with the site-level discourses 

such as those contained in their publicity materials.  
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Defending the Indefensible? 

It stands to reason that arguments about social inequality and privilege penetrate the 

exclusive world of elite private schools, and for participants necessitate certain 

discursive accommodations, defences and elisions. For example, in the below account 

Jill, a Head of Faculty and teacher at St Wooten’s, suggests that her previous material 

investments in her own child’s elite private schooling would have made her ‘antsy’ if 

the issue of inequality were to be mooted: 

 

Interviewer  How does [questions about inequality] then come into this 
world in here? … how does it translate into your practices in 
the classroom (.) or if it does at all? 

Jill If I had this conversation 10 years ago I'd be giving you a very 
different answer (.) but my children are finished school now … 
ten years ago I would have gotten a bit antsy because I was 
paying school fees at a private school (.) all that sort of stuff (.) 
but now I think back (.) and sort of think well you know we 
need (.) that conversation needs to take place. (Excerpt 28, 
Jill’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Jill appears to be candid in admitting that she was blinkered to the inequities between 

elite private schooling and the rest of the schooling system because of her own 

entanglements. Read with a Foucauldian lens, it would seem that Jill’s logic 

underscores Foucault’s (1997) understanding that “freedom is the ontological condition 

of ethics” (p. 284). In this sense, Jill’s ethics now seems augmented by her material 

divestment from her own child’s schooling. Jill’s admission of the issue of educational 

inequality, in suggesting a political ‘conversation’ needs to take place, suggests that 

ethics is precisely “the practice of freedom” (Foucault, 1997, p. 284), that is, that her 

freedom from material investments, obligations and so on, delineates the scope and 

nature of her ethics (a crucial point elaborated in the next section: Golden Handcuffs, 

this chapter). Yet, it is also conceivable that even though she admits the problem of 

educational inequality, her phrase ‘needs to take place’ is also a way of temporally 

dislocating the problem from her current situation. Likewise, when asked about 

privilege and elitism, Robyn, a long-serving member of the teaching staff at Collins 

Academy, remarked: “Collins does have (.) it's only a couple of scholarships I suppose 

(.) I don't know, I don't know, that's another debate isn't it” (Excerpt 29, Robyn’s 

interview, Collins Academy). When pressed about this other ‘debate’ about schooling 

inequalities and the role of the elite private school, Jill was quick to defend her role as a 

teacher within an elite private school: 
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[At elite private schools] parents are paying an awful lot of money (.) [but] 
even at the State schools I worked at (.) parents had to pay percentage wise 
(.) no school is free  (.) and I've had (.) I have had (.) I've helped parents 
out with the State schools that I've worked at because (.) you know (.) 
there's this belief that our education in Australia is free (.) no it’s not (.) 
and I've worked in one of the poorest (.) biggest state school in the country 
(.) it's not free (.) so it's all about people have to got to pay for things (.) 
you can't just turn up and say I need an education (.) there's always money 
involved (.) but it's that percentage money of your income or where you're 
at and all that sort of stuff (.) we're in [a wealthy suburb] at the moment (.) 
I've been in a really poor indigenous environment … so I've seen (.) 
everything. (Excerpt 30, Jill’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

In the excerpt above, Jill begins by constructing an artifice of equivalence between sites 

that are materially discordant. The turn of phrase she uses to describe the transactional 

nature of elite private schooling, that is, that parents are paying ‘an awful lot of money’ 

inclines one to think that she is well aware of the excesses of the school. Yet, this 

appears more as a ploy to bait and switch the argument to one where ‘no school is free’ 

and so the elite private school, in this sense, is no different to a ‘really poor indigenous 

[school]’, ‘percentage wise’ at least. These discourses of equivalence are also 

paradoxical in nature, because they construct spaces of equivalence and at the same 

time these spaces are produced as unrelated or mutually exclusive, because the 

consideration of advantage are decoupled from relationality. Difference is discursively 

produced as a comparative-apolitical logic, instead of a relational-political 

understanding. Ultimately, these discourses construct ‘spaces of equivalence’ (Lingard, 

2010) between the elite institution and their materially marginalised yet relational ‘other’ 

by reducing difference to percentages on a balance sheet, while paradoxically 

decoupling the elite private school from their less well-to-do ‘other’, like the state 

system or lower tier private schools. In doing so, this discursive strategy effectively 

neuters political arguments for equity because the elite private school is constructed as 

merely a choice between mutually exclusive options that is open to all. Crucially, one 

might align as such if indeed the elite private school, broadly speaking, is to claim any 

ethical legitimacy. 

 

Jill also talks about how she ‘helped parents out’ within state system and how she has 

‘worked in one of the poorest’ schools. Her points seem to  indicate she is both 

attempting to show how ethical she is, and, at the same time, how experienced she is, in 

that ‘she’s seen everything’. In a Foucauldian rendering, this ‘technology of self’ 

(Foucault, 1988b) stands in relation to how Jill constructs her ‘self’ as an authoritative 
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and ethical figure.  Through her discourse she legitimately speaks on right and proper 

conduct. Jill also alludes to the fact that she has not worked in the elite private sphere 

exclusively, that is, she has not just “… taken the easy route” (Excerpt 31, from Greg’s 

interview, a young teacher at Collins Academy), constructing her ‘self’ as a moral actor 

moving through a natural terrain. However, this terrain is not born of her agency or her 

practices, but an always-already reality that she encounters and pragmatically handles. 

For example, Jill just happens to be ‘in [a wealthy suburb] at the moment’. Her situation 

is thus part happenstance and part a natural consequence of her location, and like her, 

one attends different schools because they ‘just happened’ to live in the particular areas. 

Likewise, Robyn emphasises this argument when she suggests that “it depends where a 

school is sitting … that stuff is out there anyway” (Excerpt 32, Robyn’s interview, 

Collins Academy). According to these viewpoints, educational inequality is merely a 

happenstance of one’s location in an otherwise natural schooling landscape, it is simply 

‘out there anyway’. Yet this use of the phrase ‘out there’ is also a way of disassociating 

privilege from the ‘out there’, since in this ‘out there’, disadvantage is an always-

already given. This naturalistic discourse is exemplified in the logic that Jill deploys in 

phrases like ‘it's all about people have to, got to pay for things’. This is a crucial 

discursive arrangement of the schooling ‘space’, where an equivalencing discourse 

produces a ‘flat earth’ conception of an otherwise uneven topography between elite 

spaces and their non-elite other. Yet at the same time reducing egregious differences in 

educational access and resourcing to simple matters-of-fact. 

 

At the same time happenstance and naturalistic discourses work in tandem to construct 

privilege as a natural order of the social that is always-already rather than the 

consequence of these political constructions. The final aspect of this discursive 

ensemble is arguably how the happenstance of elite private schooling is constructed as 

part of a status quo that is immutable. As Jill puts it, “we are not going to get rid of (.) in 

my opinion at this point in time in Australia, [the current system of schooling provision]” 

(Excerpt 33, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s). With the status quo assured, all that remains 

beyond this fatalism is that the contradictions just need to be squared away with a 

common-sense pragmatism. As Robyn suggests, “the one thing we know is that 

nothing's ever equal, you might think it is but its not. There's nothing. The best we can 

do is to try and make it as equal as possible with what we've got” (Excerpt 34, Robyn’s 

interview, Collins Academy). As Alex also put it: “the world's not fair is it? … Is it 

humanities job to make the world fair for all humans? It gets ethical then doesn't it?” 
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(Excerpt 35, Alex’s interview, Miller College). These types of pragmatisms and 

disavowals in teacher accounts typically appear to arrest the critique that elite private 

schools have evaded their social responsibilities.  

 

These active disavowals based on naturalism and fatalism, to a degree then construct 

socio-economic advantage as an ahistorical and an apolitical phenomenon in the 

organisation of social life. These equivalencing discourses are also visible in Robyn’s 

account. She suggests that schooling outcomes between elite schools and state 

counterparts were potentially equivalent, but that if difference existed, then this would 

be simply explained away as part of the diversity of the schooling system: 

 

some good things come out of [Schools in low socio-economic areas] too. 
I taught at [one of these schools]  and we had, we had examples, we had, 
what is the word that I'm looking for? you know both end of the scales. We 
had people, a lot of really movers and shakers … and some toe rags who 
are now enjoying their time at the (.) at the Governors, you know at the 
prison (.) [laughs] both ends of those scales. (Excerpt 36, Robyn’s 
interview, Collins Academy) 

 

These equivalencing repertoires and naturalistic inequalities (always-already 

phenomenon sans political actors) also imply that elite/non-elite distinctions are 

fallacious antagonisms. Jill goes further to suggest that “… all three systems [Public, 

Independent and Catholic], they're (.) very good (.) all three are very good (.) and all 

three have incredible challenges” (Excerpt 37, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s). By using 

the phrase ‘all three [schooling systems] have incredible challenges’ Jill (re)constructs 

‘difference’ as equivalence. In doing so the material advantages of elite private schools 

are elided; this is because inequality between contexts is constructed as natural, and are 

thus mutually exclusive and irrelevant. These equivalencing discourses are evident in 

several participant accounts across all three sites in the study. As Stephen states: 

 

for a split second a kid has a leg up [clears throat] then … when they start 
university (.) so what? So what? (.) and we know that private schools (.) 
umm as a group (.) have the biggest drop out rate in the … first year [of] 
university. (Excerpt 38, Stephen’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Stephen’s excerpt above suggests that even if there are advantages in elite private 

schooling it simply does not matter in terms of university success. Jenny too argued 

“that the businesses that they might inherit will be just outdone (.) by people who will 

work it (.) who are prepared to work hard” (Excerpt 39, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s). 
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These teacher accounts suggest that the money elite private school parents are paying 

will not protect their offspring from the exigencies of the competitive environments 

they will enter. Yet, if elite private schooling doesn’t matter, because it’s advantages are 

discursively wiped away by reducing outcomes to university performance or 

speculations around of an increasingly unstable job market, then so to does arguments 

about social inequality. However, Jenny does go one step further in suggesting social 

justice can be enacted within the confines of the exclusive elite private school. As she 

put it, “[m]y sense of social justice is (.) that (.) none of us should be victims of our 

background (.) whatever it is (.) whether it’s rich or poor (.) and here I see them (.) I do 

see the students as victims of their background” (Excerpt 40, Jenny’s interview, St 

Wooten’s). Likewise, Trisha from St Wooten’s suggested, that “unlike what everyone 

wants to think, [these kids] actually do experience the same issues that a state school kid 

or a kid ‘at risk’ has. They experience neglect in some (.) at level (.) at some level. They 

experience abuse at some level, they experience marginalisation at some level” (Excerpt 

41, Trisha’s interview, St Wooten’s). Trisha’s use of the phrases ‘at risk’ and 

‘marginalisation’ is interesting in that it indicates again that Trisha constructs her elite 

students as potential victims, in spite of their elite status.  

 

This equivalencing, or the flattening out of materiality, looks much like the resolution of 

the Hegelian master-slave dialectic, where we are all slaves. Yet this can only be 

achieved if one limits the boundary of concern since the elite victim would only look 

victimised or neglected compared to those students at the margins of the schooling 

spectrum. Likewise, Robyn at Collins focuses her attention locally, on elite private 

school students who are marginalised by their peers: 

 

Robyn I've got kids here who have learning difficulties, and I heard a 
kid out here this morning say, oh a SPED (.) you know what 
that means? 

Interviewer Yes [‘SPecial - EDucation’ - a derogatory term for someone 
with learning difficulties] 

Robyn So he got a very gentle little talk to me … so I'm dealing with, 
I'm not dealing with people who can't afford to come here 

Interviewer Yes 
Robyn I happen to be dealing with here (.) but these kids here, there's 

still disadvantage. (Excerpt 42, Robyn’s interview, Collins 
Academy) 

 

Robyn makes elite marginalisation visible in spite of the very real advantage these same 

students have in being able to afford to come to a school not only inclined to meet their 
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needs, but are well resourced to do so. These defensive repertoires are seen in other 

participant accounts, like Stephen’s from St Wooten’s who suggested that “… the value 

adding that's going on in government schools is not necessarily any worse (.) then 

what's happening [at St Wooten’s] it’s just that they start collectively at a different point” 

(Excerpt 43, Stephen’s interview, St Wooten’s). On the one hand, these phrases, at 

‘some level’ and ‘a different point’ also suggest that marginalisation of the elite student 

within an elite setting is merely a variant of that which could be experienced by say an 

Aboriginal student in a remote community. On the other hand, this equivalencing is 

paradoxically a disassociation of space in abstract (‘level’, ‘percentage’), spatial 

(‘different point’, ‘dealing with here’), economic/spatial (‘people who can’t afford to 

come here’), and cultural (‘background’) terms.  

 

The materiality of these claims of elite marginalisation is a crucial dimension of 

analysis that can determine the veracity of one ‘truth claim’ over another (Foucault, 

1971; Hook, 2001b). It stands to reason that claims of elite marginalisation pale in 

comparison to the marginalisation experienced by the aforementioned hypothetical 

Aboriginal child within the state system (see for example Gray & Beresford, 2008). Yet 

this is not the point, anyone can suffer, because suffering is undoubtedly open to all. 

However, it is the function of the boundary condition, the spatial boundary of elite 

privilege, which also marks the boundary of concern and the limits of ethics. In the 

accounts presented in this section, this appears to be a disassociated ethics; that is, an 

ethics for some, which is arguably not ethical at all. 

 
The Boundaries of Ethics 

If it stands to reason that, as Paul suggested, “every teacher has a sense of social 

responsibility” (Excerpt 44, Paul’s interview, Collins academy), then questions surely 

arise about the hypocrisy of the disassociated nature of ethics as the accounts above 

suggest is the case. The accounts above suggest that while teachers argue they are being 

ethical, they only seem to extend their social responsibilities to the here and now. The 

boundedness of this communitarianism appears to trump coherence as an organising 

principle so that claims against it can be accommodated. Yet interestingly, none of the 

participants cast off the issues that lie beyond the gates of the elite private school 

without some ethical consideration, quasi-moral or pragmatic rationalisation. This is 

captured in the quote by Paul: 
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I have a sense of (.) social guilt at times where I (.) I very much (.) feel like, 
you become a teacher because you wanna give back to society …  I never 
wanted to work in a job where I was working to maximise somebody's 
share profit or you know, their dividend, so, I think every teacher has a 
sense of social responsibility …  I take it that we can pay the best teachers 
the best money to work in the best schools, meaning that we are robbing 
schools that probably need the best teachers of that resource. (Excerpt 45, 
Paul’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

In the excerpt above, Paul does admit the social imperatives that guided his venture into 

teaching and the contradictions of his tenure at Collins. Similarly, Brad, a Head of 

House at St Wooten’s coming from a public school background suggested that “[as a 

teacher] I'm there, there to do the right thing and (.) help everyone rather than the elite 

(.) and it took me a good two years to probably come to terms with the school and, and 

(.) not think it was lah lah land” (Excerpt 46, Brad’s interview, St Wooten’s). Alison 

also wondered about more ‘gritty work’ in her public school teaching compared to 

Collins. As she put it “I do find myself making the comment to people like, ohh you 

know it's a tough day if someone doesn't hand their homework in …  so sometimes I 

think am I really being challenged as a teacher?” (Excerpt 47, Alison’s interview, 

Collins Academy). Likewise, Stephen at St Wooten’s raised questions about his moral 

purpose when he said: “it goes to that moral question again … the second the kids walk 

out of this school (yeah) then (.) how do I go about life?” (Excerpt 48, Stephen’s 

interview, St Wooten’s). These questions about the teachers’ ‘moral’ purpose do arise 

regularly in participant accounts; this may seem contrary to what one short-handedly 

might think about actors within elite private schools. Consider this next point made by 

Jenny: 

 

I think [our students have] got a responsibility to others (.) [but] they don't 
see that (.) but I do believe that they have a responsibility towards looking 
after others if they've been given such a leg up (.) that's not going to 
happen anymore. (Excerpt 49, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Jenny was candid about the social inequalities that St Wooten’s embodies and the 

unlikeliness of the students ever being those who would go on to help others after high 

school. Yet, even in its failure, Jenny’s assessment also implies that encouraging social 

responsibility is an important contribution teachers feel they make. For example, 

Leanne suggested that “giving back became important to [her and her partner] (.) and 

[she] just felt that as a teacher [she was] in a unique position to be able to encourage 

other people to try and do the same thing” (Excerpt 50, Leanne’s interview, Miller 
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College). In the same way, Lynn at Miller College talked about how part of her role was 

“reminding [students] that there is a world of outside of this textbook” (Excerpt 51, 

Lynn’s interview, Miller College) and this included developing “a greater understanding 

of why there are gaps in wealth you know (.). umm (.) how to reduce the gaps in wealth” 

(Excerpt 52, Lynn’s interview, Miller College). Likewise, James at Miller College 

talked about how he used examples of class conflict to highlight class effects to his 

students: 

 

English classrooms are quite political spaces … I mean, theoretically 
Australia is an egalitarian society  (.) classless (.) and … [students] could 
all see that in fact it’s not (.) and … you try and make them aware of their 
own position and how they're viewed as well … but also have pride in 
their school and they are being given and opportunity and that they're very 
lucky to be here and have opportunities. (Excerpt 53, James’ interview, 
Miller College) 

 

James’ moral imperative appears grounded in illuminating the idea that raising 

awareness of social issues with their privileged students and their relative good fortune, 

will lead to moments of altruism and gift giving. Relatedly, Paul at Collins talked about 

how he “like[d] to think that most of [students] go on and improve society for all people 

and that's the benefit that we’re adding (.) we’re creating the generation that may 

potentially make a decision that will make it better for them (.) but then I think there is 

some elitism that occurs” (Excerpt 54, Paul’s interview, Collins Academy). Paul admits 

the contradictions of elite private schooling, yet diminishes the import of ‘elitism’ even 

as he is admitting it as a conciliatory gesture. What is also interesting is the framing of 

elite as separate to a non-elite as ‘them’, who remains a mutually exclusive ‘other’ that 

sits outside the elite private school community.  

 

Returning to James’ account above (Excerpt 53), what is interesting is that he suggests 

that children are not to be held responsible for their station in life and neither is the 

school in which they can have ‘pride’. Leanne also suggested that “it's good for them 

here (.) really good for them and it's not so great for others, through no fault of their 

own” (Excerpt 55, Leanne’s interview, Miller College). While pointing the finger at 

minors for their part in the great opera of inequality would certainly be antithetical to 

change imperatives, questions surely must be asked about who how one can begin to 

solve issues of inequality if one can still ‘have pride’ in the membership of an 

institution that promotes inequality by its exclusivity and modes of othering as it has 
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historically done. Awareness, then, seems to be the beginning and end of introspection. 

Awareness is the backstop event, with an optional feel-good philanthropy the only 

material caveat as Leanne purports: 

 

[A] lot of these boys are sheltered …  for these boys its s(.)o important that 
they start becoming a little bit more aware (.) of the world (.) and they do 
have such a prestigious place in it and they are so lucky, and I think that, 
they need to be reminded a little bit that it is luck. We're lucky to have 
been born in this country (.) you're lucky to have been born with those 
parents. (Excerpt 56, Leanne’s interview, Miller College) 

 

It is crucial to note that in Leanne’s account, like James’ report (see Excerpt 53 above), 

all that stakes out the space of privilege is good fortune. In this way, ‘lucky’ becomes 

the euphemism for privilege itself, which elides any systemic advantage. Leanne also 

talked about how lucky the boys were: “I remember my first year, especially when kids 

were complaining to me, I'd be like you have no idea. Like you have no idea how lucky 

you are” (Excerpt 57, Leanne’s interview, Miller College). Likewise, a St Wooten’s, 

one teacher remarked on an excursion that “the boys don’t know how lucky they are” 

(Excerpt 58, field notes/observations, St Wooten’s). The ‘lucky’ discourse also 

obfuscates the relationality of the elite private school to the non-elite ‘other’ because 

one’s station in life becomes pure and simply a question of luck. However, as Jenny 

suggested, when it comes to the non-elite ‘other’, it is not a question of luck, but one of 

poor judgement and stupidity: 

 

Some [students] do (.) the arrogant thing (.) but its more that this is more 
the way the world is … you blame people when they have hard times (.) 
it’s their fault (.) they've made wrong decisions (.) they've been dumb (.) 
… [but] now its more a case of ignorance of the situation altogether … 
they don't even meet people who (.) except people who might be homeless 
on the street (.) which once again I get the feeling still that there's an idea 
that its still their fault (.) its all their fault. (Excerpt 59, Jenny’s interview, 
St Wooten’s) 

 

Jenny’s account suggests that not only are her students ignorant of the disparities 

between their privilege and outsiders, but perversely that those who are marginalised are 

responsibilised for their situation. Put bluntly, the elite are lucky and the poor are dumb. 

At Collins Academy, Greg too suggested that the boys were ‘sheltered’; but his having 

come from the public system as a student himself meant that he could talk about his 

experiences: 
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If we happen to be talking about schools with the boys (.) I’ll give them 
that perspective cos I came from a public school myself and I've worked at 
public schools and schools (.) struggling for money and that sort of thing. I 
give them perspective and maybe (.) allow them to realise there are 
differences (.) they can be a little bit sheltered here, but no, I teach the 
same way I think I would have been teaching at any other school (.) I’m 
probably more aware of the (.) like what the true differences are (.) I 
probably would have been one of those ones that's a little bit ignorant 
about high fee paying schools … more of a jealousy sort of thing. (Excerpt 
60, Greg’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

In Greg’s account, he talks about ‘difference’, but refuses a pejorative framing of 

privilege. Greg’s discourse appears to regulate his self-concept, making sense of his 

transition from an outsider to insider. Yet it has a double effect in not only normalising 

his newly found elite affiliation, but also acts to delegitimise any criticism of his elite 

school by outsiders, who by definition are already-always ignorant and jealous. Yet this 

separation between elite and non-elite poses ethical problems because the excluded 

‘other’ has a legitimate claim against their marginalisation and disadvantage. This is 

arguably why Greg constructs relationality as ‘difference’, that is, difference for 

difference’s sake, such that social differences are reduced to an anthropological 

curiosity. The relationality of the outsider is ‘abjected’ (Kristeva, 1982), because it is 

already-always squared away, because only the ‘jealous’ and ‘ignorant’ would think 

otherwise.  

 

What is crucial to note is that what elite private schools do, par excellence, is to set up a 

‘dimorphism’ (Foucault, 2007) between an elite and non-elite other in terms of the 

obvious social segregation - the ‘filter’ (from Excerpt 22). Elite private schools do this 

not only through their high-fees, but also through their displays of wealth (Fahey et al., 

2015). Leanne, a former public school student, speaks to this disparity: 

 

I went to a public school … so the things that I saw … when I first came 
here and I looked around and I was like oh my god this is a school? Like 
this is how people go to school? (Excerpt 63, Leanne’s interview, Miller 
College).  

 

Leanne’s reactions are understandable considering the aesthetics of elite private schools 

in the study as I noted on my visits. This is arguably the point of these various material 

investments, after all, the school is selling a ‘product’ and their ‘social aesthetic’ (Fahey 

et al., 2015) is crucial to the desirability of what these schools have on offer. Leanne, in 

the excerpt above, echoes the sentiment of my encounter with all three schools’ displays 
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of material wealth. In my visits to these schools, I was struck by the beauty of the 

school grounds, the extent of the material privileges from digital technologies and to the 

purpose-built rooms for ‘21st century’ teaching. For example, at Collins, the quality of 

resources on hand in the Middle School was striking, as noted during my field 

observations: “An amazing amount of resources at the site both in the classroom and 

outside … all perfectly manicured” (Excerpt 61, field notes/observations, Collins 

Academy). At Miller college, the social aesthetic on display was quite similar: “First 

impressions, immaculate lawns, expansive football fields … I arrive in the lobby of the 

Headmaster’s building. Brand new, lots of glass, lots of vistas” (Excerpt 62, field 

notes/observations, Miller College). It stands to reason that teachers at all three sites 

were well aware of the material wealth of their schools. It is perhaps not surprising then 

that these disclosures by teachers were almost always backed up by some rationalising 

discourse or disavowal.  

 

Uncomfortable Conversations about Privilege 

There were several teachers who played down the wealth of their schools and their 

clientele; this was particularly evidence in interviews conducted at Collins and St 

Wooten’s. Greg from Collins Academy used humour to deflect criticism; as he put it 

comically, “yeah, [people think] we've got a vault somewhere full of cash [laughs] that 

sort of thing (.) Scrooge McDuck style” (Excerpt 64, Greg’s interview Collins 

Academy). At St Wooten’s a repeated theme from participants was that St Wooten’s 

was not elitist, but just an ordinary school: 

 

Matthew If any of those negative things do come up I sort of (.) I just 
sort of (.) try and (.) distance myself from it as much as 
possible (.) cos I just don't think there's any real need to be 
going into those (.) those sort of chats 

Interviewer Those sort of chats? 
Matthew You know whether it's accusations or (.) past students who 

have got in trouble or just, I sort of try and steer clear, clear 
from that. And also try and break down the stereotype that it's 
some elitist type environment. It's just a school 

Interviewer  … you just don't want to engage in [those conversations]? Or 
stuff that (.) 

Matthew Yeah I don't really want to engage in them [pause] I think 
that's a [sighs] yeah (.) maybe I'm being a bit naive and 
shutting myself off from it, a little bit, but (.) maybe I don't 
want to have to rationalise to people. And maybe, maybe, I 
mean I have at times said, let's wrap up the job. (Excerpt 65, 
Matthew’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 
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Matthew’s comment suggests that he avoids the questions of inequality in social 

settings altogether, curtaining off the issues of inequity through his rather glib 

rationalisation that St Wooten’s is ‘just a school’. It is not a surprising tactic when other 

participants like Greg at Collins also found that some people could “…be more passive 

aggressive sort of style, they will drop comments about, you know, must be nice at 

Collins and all this sort of thing” (Excerpt 66, Greg’s interview, Collins Academy). 

What is interesting is that at the end of Excerpt 65 above, Matthew borders on admitting 

his inner conflict by suggesting that he has considered quitting. Matthew appears to 

know he is part of the reproduction of educational inequality. After all, he admits he is 

‘shutting [him]self off’ so that he can remain ‘naive’, because he doesn’t want to have 

to justify his complicity in the reproduction of the privileges for the elite.  Leanne at 

Miller was similarly aware of this complicity:  

 

[T]here was that school recently where the, I can't remember the school, 
but they've been in the Media a lot where the kids at the Private school 
were calling those other kids ‘Povo’s’ …  so their closest Public and that 
the really rich private school, the kids there were calling these kids Povo’s 
and one of the kids there said, just look at them, and what kind of 
upbringing they have … and (.) I don't, if the only thing I can do is make 
sure our kids don't do that … and (.) it might not be enough, and certainly 
(.) doesn't justify it (.) and I suppose in a sense you could say well whether 
I was here or not they would be getting that funding anyway … which I 
mean still isn't ethical (.) completely, but (.) I don't know, I hope that by 
what I do in the classroom, especially with those tougher kids, if I can 
make them like at least (.) realise? (Excerpt 67, Leanne’s interview, Miller 
College) 

 

Leanne was one of the more candid interviewees, her use of the word ‘Povo’ is 

indicative of this. Her account shows that she clearly understands the nature of the 

privileges of the elite private school. Leanne suggests that her role is help her students 

realise their privileged position. Academics too, utilise similar tactics for addressing 

elite privilege (Howard et al., 2014; Pease, 2010; Stuber, 2010). Yet, teachers who 

admit the hypocrisy of their situation, at the same time find themselves without 

palatable options to move on or for action beyond this line of argumentation. As Jenny 

from St Wooten suggested, her agency in this regard was blocked: “The question of 

equity and that is still umm (.) horrific I think and so I join political parties” (Excerpt 68, 

Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s). All that seems possible for these teachers, is to 

socialise their students to the plight of others who excluded from the same privilege as 

their students.  This idea can be traced through the following exchange: 
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Interviewer What I'm hearing is that .. you realise [educational inequality 
is] a conversation that needs to happen, but in a sense (.) its 
just something separate to you? Like I'm just trying to figure 
out how the practices intersect (.) 

Jill Oh no I listen and I take it on board (.) and 
Interviewer Does it come into the classroom? 
Jill Sometimes I have conversations with the boys ... [for example] 

something happened in the media (.) about one of the schools 
(.) and we spoke about it (.) and boys asked you know (.) what 
did I think about ... it wasn't about us but it was about a private 
school being smashed in the media again (.) and see my 
language I just used then (.) that's interesting (.) and we spoke 
about it  (.) acknowledge we are privileged to be here but we 
have to do the best that we can (.) do we get it right all the 
time? (.) No (.) but I haven't worked at any school that gets it 
right all the time (.) do we have to be aware of it? Yes we do 
(.) keep it going (.) do I change some of my practices? … it's a 
good question (.) does it impress what I do in the classroom?(.) 
Probably makes me aware (.) but do I change things because of 
it? No (.) not really. (Excerpt 69, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Like Jill, a number of participants admitted that they did not change their practices 

beyond these conversations that they had with the boys from time to time. Instead, 

participants seemed to be more concerned with the appearance of elitism than 

demonstrating a capacity to do something about it; for example, Alex at Miller, who 

didn’t want to ‘sound elitist’, but to the contrary went on to justify the social ‘filter’ that 

the fees of the elite private school provided (from Excerpt 22). In Jill’s discourse in the 

excerpt above (Excerpt 69), she is both apologetic and defensive. On the one hand, she 

admits the accusations in the media against the privileges of the elite private school, but 

on the other, evades its implications by suggesting “no school gets it right all the time” 

(from Excerpt 69 above). Perhaps it is not surprising that she also discursively aligns 

her subject position with the school and its elite students by using ‘we’ extensively in 

her account; for example the statement “we are privileged to be here” (from Excerpt 69 

above, emphasis added). Her defensive posture manifests itself most vividly in how she 

frames the “being smashed in the media again” (from Excerpt 69 above, emphasis 

added). This anger at media representation was also visible at a whole school assembly I 

observed at Miller College where the Headmaster talked at length at how the media had 

misrepresented one of the schoolteachers by portraying her as participating in a racist 

episode at the football: 
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The Headmaster begins his speech [at assembly] about the media 
‘misrepresenting’ the school in connection to the reports in the media. 
Denounces the [local newspaper] for not checking the source. The school 
is embarrassed by the ‘copy and paste’ allegation that they did not check 
their facts before posting the quote [on their advertorial billboard]. The 
headmaster also discusses [the football incident] and a media picture that 
includes a teacher at the school apparently framed to look as if she is 
vilifying [an aboriginal footballer]. The Headmaster points out that the 
teacher has been the subject of racism herself and would be the last person 
to do such a thing. The Headmaster has mentioned this issue of 
misrepresentation in an earlier phone call. (Excerpt 70, field 
notes/observations Miller College) 

 

The worries of the Headmaster above about media misrepresentation, was also echoed 

by another professional contact who informed me that using the term ‘elite’ would be 

met with opprobrium by elite school administrators, which would immediately stall any 

requests for entry. This is unsurprising considering how even within the school’s 

governing council, their members are mindful of ‘bad press’ around decision-making 

processes, as the Chairperson of Miller College noted at the annual Prize-giving speech: 

“like all other schools, [Miller College] operates in a competitive environment. As a 

Council we needed to be mindful that some information could actually hurt the School 

if it were made public prematurely” (Excerpt 71, field artefact/school publication, 

Miller College). This view speaks to the fears of stakeholders in elite schools in terms 

of how they are publicly represented and how school administrators might deploy 

discourses that reimagine media discourses that would otherwise destabilise the image 

of benevolence that these schools would prefer. For example, it seemed curious that the 

Headmaster inverts the racism claims of the newspaper, suggesting it is his teacher who 

is the subject of racism herself being framed so pejoratively, or the ‘reverse racism’ 

claim (Norton & Sommers, 2011). In teachers’ accounts, it is clear that they are aware 

of these issues and usually deployed the well-rehearsed arguments around the benefits 

of service learning and elite benevolence: 

 

The [elite schools’ sporting association (ESSA] school's mission (.) is to (.) 
educate them too (.) about refugee problems (.) about poor problems (.) 
part of our job should be (.) to make sure that the people that we produce 
here are socially responsible and aren't elitist (.) but are inclusive and can 
do something about helping (.) the less fortunate in the future. (Excerpt 72, 
Alex’s interview, Miller College) 

 

As Alex reveals above, one of the paradoxes of elite private schooling, is that within its 

cloister at least, morality, ethics, and even social justice, are not anathema, but a vital 
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part of the “school’s mission” (from Excerpt 72 above).  As James at Miller also 

suggests, “part of the social justice of [addressing inequality] then is the school I think 

keen to make people realise that you know that you should do fundraising, you should 

do other things for people less fortunate than yourself” (Excerpt 73, James’ interview, 

Miller College). In the excerpt below, Alex elaborates on his thinking behind this 

‘mission’: 

 

Alex Kids in the government schools (.) are being blinkered (.) just 
as much (.) but in a negative way (.) they're not getting to see 
high achievers (.) they're not getting to see what prospects they 
could have (.) they're being forced to look like this [looks 
down] (.) where the kids that get to the [ESSA] schools are 
looking like this [looks up] they're not seeing that (.) but they 
(.) being able to (.) and someone needs to run the country in 
the future (.) we need a generation of people who have got 
vision (.) and its hard to have vision if you're surrounded (.) if 
you're in the gutter 

Interview  Yes but it’s hard to have a vision  
Alex That incorporates everybody unless you're conscious of what's 

in the gutter (.) so that's (.) so that's the [ESSA] school's 
mission (.) is to (.) educate them too (.) about refugee problems 
(.) about poor problems (.) part of our job should be (.) to make 
sure that the people that we produce here are socially 
responsible and aren't elitist (.) but are inclusive and can do 
something about helping (.) the less fortunate in the future (.) 
because these people can't help themselves. (Excerpt 74, 
Alex’s interview, Miller College) 

 

In this exchange, Alex accounts for an exclusive elite private education that produces 

inclusive dispositions in students. In Alex’s logic, the exclusive spatialities of privilege 

somehow provide vital breeding grounds for an inclusive society at some point in the 

future.  Alex makes clear distinctions that the visionary elite student would lose this 

very vision if surrounded by the “guttersnipes”. What is evident in Alex’s account is 

how elite private school teachers actively curate discourses and practices through which 

their elite students can recognise themselves in the Other, but also construct the Other as 

an object that they “… can make decisions about: objects to be governed” (Hage, 2012, 

p. 17, original emphasis).  Likewise, Jane from St Wooten’s, who argued “these boys 

are going out to be leaders in the 21st century” (Excerpt 75, Jane’s interview St 

Wooten’s), also seems to suggest that the teachers clearly see their role as preparing 

boys for power (Cookson Jr & Persell, 2010). Yet, the implication of this binary 

positioning of elite and non-elites, of those who are destined to govern and those 

destined to be underfoot, is that the excluded Other is precisely what defines the elite 
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(Fanon, 1970; Said, 1991). In this sense, their exclusion is a vital part of elite group 

identity 

 

Elite Benevolence 

At Collins Academy the school proudly boasted its partnership with non-profit 

organisations in an enterprise of “reaching out to our local community” (Excerpt 76, 

field artefact, Collins Academy Newsletter). This finding appears somewhat ironic since 

the phrase ‘local community’ implies that these apparent outsiders, who appear in need 

of elite benevolence, are in fact part of the school’s own community; the logic of this is 

interesting since they clearly are not, precisely because they are in need of outreach. In 

this sense, elite philanthropy is precisely the boundary work that constructs elite group 

identity, through which the agency of the elite actor is affirmed and the demand for 

inclusion is neatly headed off. This vital necessary Other, when combined with 

naturalising discourses, is such that it positions the marginalised groups as unlucky or 

less fortunate and specifically occludes a marginalising agent from the reckoning. As 

Allan and Charles (2013) argue, elite students through their service learning and 

philanthropic programmes are “using others to resource the self” (p. 345). 

 

Findings presented thus far provide evidence that for elite schoolteachers social 

inequality appears as an extra-community concern, because, as their comments imply, 

they have abjected of their own culpability in producing inequality in the first place. 

This is an interesting finding, given the fact that fundraising programmes and service 

learning programmes of the faith-aligned elite private schools are explicitly ‘part and 

parcel’ of the educational package in these sites. It appears, from participant 

perspectives, that such philanthropic gestures of wealth redistribution can never 

undermine the schools’ own project, because neither the school nor its stakeholders are 

ever culpable for their part in (re)producing inequality in the first place. Instead, once 

the relationality of the elite private school system can be elided, then social and material 

inequality can be productive without undermining the legitimacy or wealth of the elite 

private school itself. This then allows those who are lucky and privileged to enact a 

“giving back” (from Excerpt 50) discourse and practice that in no way will threaten 

their privilege. In fact, it seems that quite the opposite is achieved because it reinforces 

the social status of the elite students relative to those needing their charity. When, 

juxtaposed against the participant schools’ own public self-promotions, this ‘giving 
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back’ discourse and practice appears more like giving back to oneself as made apparent 

in these school-designed publications: 

 

Your gift can make a real difference to the lives of current and future 
Collins Academy students. (Excerpt 77, from Collins Academy 
publication featuring their philanthropic message) 

 

The philanthropy of our community continues to support each student in 
developing their individual talents and potential. You are invited to follow 
[our founding benefactor’s] example by helping the School provide 
opportunities for current and future generations of Miller College students 
through a donation to the Annual Giving Program. (Excerpt 78, from 
Miller College publication featuring their ‘philanthropic’ message) 

 

My father was a donor to the School when I was there, so I suppose it has 
been a tradition I have wanted to continue. I have always believed it is 
important to bring children up to give more than they take ... (Excerpt 79, 
Old Boy and parent at St Wooten’s in a St Wooten’s fundraising 
advertorial) 

 

Alumni relationships form an important source of elite private school funding and each 

of the participating elite private schools devote resources to the securing these monies. 

As Jenny put it, “They get a lot (.) of bang for their buck here because (.) there are Old 

Boys who pour in money (.) [St Wooten’s Middle School] was built by one donation” 

(Excerpt 80, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s). Missing from this philanthropic financial 

equation is the tax-concessions afforded for these gestures of elite benevolence, which 

in actuality intern taxpayer monies to support elite private schools that would have 

otherwise gone to the Commonwealth of Australia at the highest tax rates (Odendahl, 

1991). Gift giving, as it is exercised in these schools, seems to be in-effect a pseudo-raid 

on the Commonwealth, much like the concessions in direct funding to the elite private 

schools that were historically strong-armed out of politicians in Canberra by an active 

private school lobby (see Chapter Two - Literature Review). The danger of course is 

that this type of charity, via elite benevolence, emerges as a socially acceptable, but also 

invigorates these practices and discourses among students and advocates of elite private 

schools. These ‘acts’ of charity form a buffer against wealth redistribution imposed by 

the state through taxes and social security benefits, which become regarded with 

opprobrium (Odendahl, 1991). As Stuber (2010) suggests of elite students who engage 

in a variety of disavowals of class privilege, “they may conclude that they cannot bear 

an increase in property or income taxes, that they cannot make the sacrifices that would 

redistribute downwards the economic or material advantages they have” (p. 150).  
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The elite private school message for philanthropists is clearly one about giving back to 

their own community, rather than directly to those less fortunate who have never had 

the privilege to go to an elite private school. Still, elite fundraising appear patently 

ridiculous to some teachers in these elite private schools. One teacher in particular at St 

Wooten’s remarked that while on an international tour, after a visit to a school with 

students who were socio-economically in “the lowest decile” (Excerpt 81, field 

notes/observations, St Wooten’s) as she put it, that the group of students on tour 

suggested that they do a sausage sizzle to raise funds. These one-size-fits-all 

philanthropic gestures like the proverbial sausage sizzle fundraiser that Australians are 

quite familiar with, are comfortably held in the face of the “intractable situation” 

(Excerpt 82, field notes/observations, St Wooten’s) of poverty, as the teacher put it. 

These kinds of act led the teacher to suggest that she was left with the fatalism that 

nothing will ever be really achieved, that “the rich are always the rich, the poor are 

always the poor” (Excerpt 83, field notes/observations, St Wooten’s).    

 

These constructions of ‘otherness’ as practices of self-identification and self-

understanding through binary oppositions is well rehearsed in the elite literature on elite 

student subjectivity (Forbes & Weiner, 2012; Gaztambide-Fernandez & DiAquoi, 2010; 

Maxwell & Aggleton, 2009b) and also in the broader sociological oeuvre (de Beauvoir, 

2011; Fanon, 1970; Jenkins, 2004; Said, 1991). These oppositions also draw down on 

spatial dimensions of inclusion/exclusion. For example, Forbes and Weiner (2012), who 

conducted single-case study in an elite private Scottish all-girls’ school, using 

interviews, focus groups, surveys, and observations, suggested that elite identity 

formation is deeply implicated in spatial practices. The authors suggested that the elite 

private school mediates social, physical and symbolic spatialities to produce boundaries 

that enable group identification and “territorial bonding” (Forbes and Weiner, 2012, p. 

273).  Forbes and Wiener also passingly deploy Foucault’s notion of heterotopia 

suggesting that the elite private school they studied was a place apart, but within the 

nation state. In this way, the elite private school institution provides a spatial solution 

that keeps the non-elite groups excluded in real terms, but includes them in a 

manageable and fruitful fashion, where social justice advocacy can mesh with 

institutional goals of constructing elite identity. 
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These bounded practices reinforce and reproduce the very privilege that these schools 

already enjoy, while at the same time making anaemic gestures about how this 

philanthropy benefits “people less fortunate” (from Excerpt 73) occurs through the 

proverbial trickledown effect, where giving “benefits not only students of St Wooten’s 

School, but also to the wider community” (Excerpt 84, St Wooten’s fundraising 

advertorial). In this way, elite private school philanthropy arguably curtains off what 

otherwise could be seen as a performance of parochialism or elite group allegiance 

enacted through gift giving. This self-serving practice, which still mediates against 

counter-claims from those outside the auspices of the elite private school, is then better 

understood in a technical rather than vernacular sense, as practices that undergird a form 

of ‘tribalism’. It is tribal in the sense that is bounded, yet also in how tribal logic 

necessitates an Other that can produce group cohesion and identity (Bauman, 1992; 

Swain, 2000).  

 

These accounts and artefacts from the field make visible how participants and their elite 

institutions encounter and deal with questions of inequality. Most importantly, this 

section begins to add to our understandings of how teachers engage in a myriad of 

tactics, taking up active positions within a multiplicity of relations, discourses and 

practices. For example, they are active players in the production of elite group cohesion 

and identity as they re-deploy the same discourses that operate at an institutional and 

public level. However, for my participants, it is not a simple case of merely acting as 

agents for the elite private school without remainder. These teachers may be active in 

their discursive tactics they employ to put down challenges to the status quo and their 

participation in the reproduction of elite privilege, but they also appear to have an 

uneasy relation to privilege. Their comments provide evidence that shows teachers they 

do recognise privilege and inequality, and that they are mobilised to do something about 

it within the scope of their roles in their respective schools. Nevertheless, these 

enunciations seem to outline moments of ‘collective misrecognition’ (Bourdieu, 1990). 

These discourses that teachers participate in both resource and constrain the reach of 

their ethical purview and masks their own sensitivities to the complicities of their 

practices that uphold the elite private school enterprise. There are however, material 

factors that constrain and shape their ethical positions as well, which undermine their 

motivations to speak back to their situation. I turn to these ‘pay-offs’ in more detail next. 
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The Golden Handcuffs 

In this section I pay attention the both the material and socio-affective entanglements of 

participants’ work-lives. For example, it will examine how teachers report busyness, 

work-life balance, taking pride in doing a good job, ‘loving’ what they do and the 

payoffs for working at an elite private school. Their accounts nuance the more obvious 

benefits of working in an elite private school, for example, the material compensations, 

the beautiful grounds, the reports of better behaviour of students. It is not that these 

things are not important, however, listening to teachers more attentively produces fine-

grained evidence that shifts understanding beyond common-sense perceptions that 

‘outsiders’ would typically have. This is crucial for determining how privilege functions 

to co-opt the teacher who understands to an extent the moral imperatives of their 

profession.  

 

The elite private schools observed in the study were reported to be very busy places, 

like most schools. As Phillip at Miller College suggested “you're always so busy as well 

that you[‘re] sort of constantly on the go (.) It's nice to drive away sometimes” (Excerpt 

85, Phillip’s interview, Miller College). Yet, for David at least, this as an essential part 

of running a ‘good’ school: 

 

In coming here, a lot of people said you're gonna, get ready for it, you're 
going to be time poor (.) you're going to be under the pump (.) there's 
always stuff going on [and] I think inherently that's what Middle school is 
… [but] any work down within the ball park of well, or anything good, 
would be a busy Middle school … and so I think you've got to be ready for 
it. (Excerpt 86, David’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

The feeling of being worked ‘extra’ hard in these schools is reported by quite a number 

of teachers who felt they were “crawling to the holidays” (Excerpt 87, Danielle’s 

interview, Collins Academy) or had not enough time to complete work tasks within 

work ours and how it impinged on their home life. In this latter aspect, it is only female 

teachers who report this conflict with home life. For example, Jenny argued that “the 

message is you're saying to your [own] kid (.) [that the students are] more important 

kind of than you (.) and I didn't want to send that (.) message to my daughter” (Excerpt 

88, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s). For female teachers who did not have family 

commitments, there appeared few checks and measures against the excessive demands 

of the school. As Alison commented, “I’m trying to (.) umm rent back some of my (.) 
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personal life [but]I don't have a family or a significant other so I, I have time … [and] 

sometimes I'm bored, you know … so I'd rather be here and be busy (Excerpt 89, 

Alison’s interview, Collins Academy). These comments suggest that teachers in the 

study do not simply consider the demands of their elite private schools as legitimate per 

se. Instead, what is apparent is that teachers use a range of discourses and practices of 

self that help them accommodate the excesses of their schools.  

 

Socio-Affective Technologies of Self 

Analysis of the data suggests that teachers use a range of socio-affective technologies of 

self that support them in coping with the pressures of the elite private schools, their 

inherent busyness, the parental demands and the expectations of their administrators. 

For example, Alison opined: “… my challenges come you know, in, in how I present 

myself, my relationship with the parents … [and] my [own] professional development 

… I feel this sort of (.) I wouldn't say pressure. I feel the inspiration to keep up with 

what's going on” (Excerpt 90, Alison’s interview, Collins Academy). At Miller College, 

Stacey regularly worked with her students on weekends because, as she put it: “I only 

live 10 minutes up the road and I don't mind [working weekends] … guess its pride as 

well I'm interested (.) I love [the subject I teach]” (Excerpt 91, Stacey’s interview, 

Miller College). Working weekends as an employee of an elite private school seems a 

routine part of teachers’ work-lives, particularly considering sport is normally 

conducted on the weekends. However, there are also curricular and other co-curricular 

demands, along with their own personal commitments to their role and their students, 

which drive them to work extra hours. Like Stacy, Jane at St Wooten’s reported being 

motivated because her particular personal and professional interests: 

 

How did I find myself here? Pure luck really (.) I applied for quite a few 
jobs (.) got offered quite a few jobs down here (.) and the reason I took this 
job if I'm honest with you is not because it was St Wooten’s (.) it was 
because it's boys … my research (.) my thesis at university was in boys 
and education (.) I have (.) I'm a mother of daughters (.) [yup] I just love 
working with middle years boys. (Excerpt 92, Jill’s interview, St 
Wooten’s) 

 

Jill’s commitment to St Wooten’s appears as a mix of professional curiosity, socio-

affective triggers, and ‘pure luck’ as she puts it. She repeatedly suggested she was 

‘lucky’ in how aspects of her role fell in place for her. However, being lucky seemed to 
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explain practice for female teachers more often than male counterparts, sometimes in 

quite curious ways: 

 

 I'm lucky that I, if I, if it is going to take me two or three hours on a 
Saturday to keep up with the workload, I can do that, and I do (.) do that 
you know, for better or worse, so (.) yeah I'm not, I'm not one to sort of 
buck the trend. (Excerpt 93, Alison’s Interview, Collins Academy) 

 

Alison also reported feeling ‘lucky’ that her specialist role teaching Enrichment classes 

insulated her from some of the implications of testing regimes her colleagues had to 

contend with. Likewise, Lynn at Miller also suggested that she was lucky and 

privileged: “being a graduate, [the job] opportunity is just so hard to come by (.) I am so 

privileged to be in the position that I am in (.) and umm (.) so then of course I accepted” 

(Excerpt 94, Lynn’s interview, Miller College). Similarly Elizabeth at Collins reported 

how “[she] was just lucky enough to get [the job]” (Excerpt 95, Elizabeth’s interview, 

Collins Academy). Another teacher, Sally, talked about how she was “very fortunate … 

[and] very lucky” to have the role she had and the support of her Head of School when 

she made mistakes (Excerpt 96, Sally’s interview, Collins Academy). Like Elizabeth 

she also used this ‘lucky’ discourse to describe the boys’ privileged schooling: “they’re 

given this opportunity (.) they know how lucky they are (.) to (.) have their parents (.) 

you know (.) be able to take them (.) for the (.) Senior School years” (Excerpt 97, 

Sally’s interview, Collins Academy). This effacing of privilege as a consequence of 

luck, again form examples of teacher discourses of ‘happenstance’ that legitimises 

educational inequality. Yet there is also a conflation, where teachers use the same 

discourse to explain their situation and legitimate the privileges of their students. For 

example, like Elizabeth, who conflated her own situation with that of her students, when 

she said she “aware of how (.) privileged and lucky I am to be here and the kids that 

come here” (Excerpt 98, Elizabeth’s interview, Collins Academy). This conflation is 

almost akin to an aspiration, to be part of the elite, considering the contradictory 

position of these more ‘middle-class’ teachers in these schools (see Teachers in Elite 

Private Schools section in Chapter Two). 

 

Two male teachers in the study did use this ‘happenstance’ discourse to explain their 

circumstances, for example, how they regarded their teaching load. Interestingly though, 

male teachers never suggested this in relation to their tenure within the school, nor did 

they conflate this with their students’ situation. Male teachers instead were less likely to 
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question their tenure or to see themselves as somehow ‘lucky’ for being successful in 

getting the job at their school. Male teachers interviewed instead mostly implied that it 

was their agency and wherewithal that facilitated their success. For example, for Jeremy 

at St Wooten’s suggested that he was active in making sure that the school he applied to 

prioritised his role: 

 

I'm sitting in a very nice office next to the Head [of School] (.) I’m a new 
teacher and I've got one of the best offices that any teacher really has … 
but that's the value (.) I think they're sending a message out [about my 
learning area] … [but] other schools limit the opportunities for teaching in 
the classroom … it’s a bit soul destroying if you go to a school and you're 
marginalised. (Excerpt 99, Jeremy’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

What is interesting in Jeremy’s account is how spatio-material arrangements, the ‘very 

nice office next to the Head [of School]’ does not produce a sense of ‘luck’ that female 

teachers report. Like the quasi-morality discussed in earlier previously (see Neoliberal 

Morality, this chapter), Jeremy equates these material investments, the nice office, with 

how the school values his role. Jeremy was nevertheless a freshly minted teacher at St 

Wooten’s. Other male teachers like Paul at Collins, would report on how their agency 

also gained them the role, or as Paul put it, it was not his elite status that got him the 

role, but how he “broke [the mould], and went, and sought different` experiences that 

[he] could bring back [to the school]” (Excerpt 100, Paul’s Interview, Collins Academy). 

In Brad’s case, a young teacher who had a House Head role at St Wooten’s, coming 

from a regional public school was no impediment to entry, the private school just being 

something to ‘tick off’: 

 

I wanted to try a private school just to tick it off … I always thought it 
would be a couple of years, two three years and I'd come back to a 
government school (.) with a nice resume … by then, you'd become 
entrenched and then they've got you with the, they pay more, the 
conditions are better, [but] you work harder, cos it's more weekends and 
more nights and blah blah blah, but (.) you can't argue with the extra 
money. I've got a big mortgage [laughs] and, to go back to government I'd 
be losing (.) thousands of dollars or more. (Excerpt 101, Brad’s interview, 
St Wooten’s) 

 

Like Brad above, Paul at Collins also suggested that “part of [his] decision to work in a 

private school [was] about maximising my funding for [his] family” (Excerpt 102, 

Paul’s interview, Collins Academy). Jeremy, Brad and Paul epitomise the differences 

between how male teachers and their female counterparts view their roles and status in 
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relation to their institutions. The male teachers appearing more agentic as opposed to 

female teachers, who report needing a job or feeling lucky to get one within an elite 

private boys’ school. For example, Jenny at St Wooten’s, who argued that the reason 

she took the job at St Wooten’s was because she found herself in circumstance of being 

a single parent and just “needed a job” (Excerpt 103, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s). 

Similarly, at Collins Academy, Elizabeth who reported feeling “privileged and lucky” 

(from Excerpt 98 above), was a very experienced teacher in her second year at Collins, 

who also suggested that she “quite liked (.) actually enjoyed [working in a public school 

and it] was really good … [but] they couldn't guarantee me a job for the up and coming 

year” (Excerpt 104, Elizabeth’s interview, Collins Academy). These accounts of 

teachers suggest that there are real gendered differences that impact on their work-roles 

and potentially even their aspirations and ambitions within their schools. 

 

Gendered Differences 

Examination of the data revealed that there were also differences between male and 

female teachers’ socio-affective understandings. For example, Jill from St Wooten’s, 

like several female participants reported how she ‘loved’ working in her elite private 

school, often in spite of their challenges. For example, Lynn at Miller talked about how 

she “came from a workplace where I could take a public tour (.) I knew everything 

about the place you know and I so loved where I worked and I wanted to feel that way 

about Miller College and I do feel that way about Miller College” (Excerpt 105, Lynn’s 

interview, Miller College; see also Excerpts 77 And 79 Above). Lynn is not talking 

about professional understandings that make her more able in her role but socio-

affective self-technologies, which allow her to feel like she belongs at Miller. Likewise 

Lynn, reported vividly about how they enjoyed the professional challenges of working 

at Collins, inflected the challenge of her role as something she loved: 

 

I absolutely love it, I really do, it's really funny, you go home, especially 
last year, being my first year here I would go home on a daily basis and 
just sort of think, how could I possibly fit, one more thing in, there's just so 
many different layers, and so many hoops to jump through, how can I 
possibly, take on one more thing? ...  so why do I love this so much? And I 
could only see it as being the, being able to meet this challenge of being 
able to do everything so well is what I think it was but (.) I love it. 
(Excerpt 106, Elizabeth’s interview, Collins Academy) 
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This emotional investment appears critical for Elizabeth’s ability to cope with the 

challenges of the role. However, Alison at Collin also suggested that this was connected 

to succeeding in behaviour management:  

  

I’m very invested in my job here. I'm very invested in the people I work 
with and that's not just the staff but the boys (.) and I know that to make 
my life easier as a teacher … some teachers here that probably put a lot of 
time (.) I guess are invested in the children and their class, or the children 
that they teach. (Excerpt 107, Alison’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

In the excerpt above Alison is talking about how the rapport she builds with her 

students are in fact actual investments, because they produce a return for her efforts in 

relating and establishing social connections (see also, sport as a pedagogy of relating, in 

the Sport, Alt-Sport, and Feminine Otherness section, in Chapter Seven). In this sense, 

the need to belong, to love their workplace, can also mesh with outcomes in her 

classroom. The meshing of coping strategies and payoffs appears then to act as very 

tangible means of stabilising a teachers’ commitment to their school. Sally’s account 

below speaks to this multiplicity of factors, which drives her commitments to her 

school:  

 

[The Head of School] likes to call it the golden handcuffs (.) here you (.) 
especially in regards to working and there's so many benefits working at 
Collins that you feel binded [sic] in that [inaudible] you've great pay (.) 
extra co-curricular hours (.) you're working usually with pretty decent kids 
(.) you're never afraid for your wellbeing (.) you know the school (.)  [The 
Head of School’s] got your back (.) a hundred percent (.) you're bound by 
that. (Excerpt 108, Sally’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

The ‘golden handcuffs’ is a useful metaphor and does speak to how philosophical 

contradictions do not animate behaviour quite as powerfully as social, emotional and 

material payoffs.  Yet for Sally, it is also the close social bond that she has with the 

Head of School that drives her loyalty. As she put it, she had a “father-daughter [with 

the Head of School] that [she’d] always gone for advice” (Excerpt 109, Sally’s 

interview, Collins Academy). In the first place, what is interesting about these accounts 

is how the relational understandings intersect familiar heteronormative, or paternalistic 

patterns (for a fuller elaboration of the ways female teachers are ensnared in power 

asymmetries with their Heads of School/Headmasters in The Feudal Relation, next 

chapter). Secondly, these socio-affective dimensions of relating also hint at how 

participants, who can at times see the demands of their roles as excessive, or who even 
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experience injustices in their work-lives, can still find a way to sustain their 

commitments through site-level friendships and moments of solidarity (see discussion 

in the Market Pedagogies section, next chapter).  

 

This section has detailed the unevenness in how participants perceive or justify their 

commitments to their elite private institutions. In particular, there appear gendered 

differences at play, where female teachers report feeling privileged to have tenure, 

whilst some of their male counterparts in the study seem to think of it as naturalistic, 

and deservedly so. These findings raise questions about gendered inflections that affect 

teachers’ understanding of their legitimacy, or more to the point, the lack of legitimacy 

that female teachers’ accounts seem to imply (for a fuller elaboration of this see The 

Privileged Position, in Pedagogies of Subjugation chapter). It stands to reason that a 

lack of security and status within any institution would affect an employee’s ability to 

speak back to institutional discourses that they may be uncomfortable with. However, 

the evidence in this section also suggests that it is not material factors alone that drives 

teacher participants’ commitments to their elite private school. Instead there are clearly 

social, personal and emotional inflections that animate participants’ loyalty to their 

schools. In the following chapter, I turn more to focus directly on these relations and 

how power is produced within them, how at times it enables participants’ agency, and at 

other times are entirely disabling.  

 

Conclusion 

In the first section of this chapter, Neoliberal Morality, I began by illustrating how the 

teachers in the study were mediating neoliberal imperatives. In particular, how teachers 

affirmed market-oriented relations and logics by quasi-moral discourses of sacrifice and 

care. In The Nuances of Hypocrisy section, I elaborated on how teachers also deploy a 

range of discursive repertoires, including equivalencing discourses, naturalistic 

discourses, discourses of happenstance and finally, practices of awareness raising as the 

limit of ethical responsibility. This broad discursive ensemble is arguably necessary 

because the privileges of the few cannot be legitimated within an isomorphism of 

market logics alone. This is particularly apparent in the sensitivity the elite private 

school’s leaders appear to have, and teachers too, to bad news and media 

representations where the politics of privilege are regularly played out.  

 



 145 

In the third main section, the Golden Handcuffs, what becomes clear is that although 

teacher mediations and affirmations in this chapter appear to ameliorate the privileges 

of elite private schooling and their own participation in it, that teachers are nevertheless 

prepared to admit and to an extent struggle over these issues. While there are expectedly 

limits to what is possible, there are always opportunities to resist and speak back, 

however marginal they may seem. In the next chapter, I turn more specifically to how 

teachers enact this margin of agency. 
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Chapter Six - Asymmetries of Power 
 

Introduction 

In this second of three findings chapters, I examine the relational life of teachers in their 

workplaces and how their professional practices and discourses are constrained and 

enabled by their relational experiences and understandings. This focus addresses 

questions of agency since relational or intersubjective spaces more directly illuminate 

the ‘conditions of possibility’ (Hook, 2001b) in which teachers can enact their agency 

given prominence through various repertoires of discourse and practice. Participant 

accounts presented in this chapter speak to both research sub-questions and elaborate on 

how teachers are initiated into their work-roles and also how they mediate, augment or 

speak back to the processes and discourses that shape their work-lives. The chapter 

starts by scrutinising the parent-teacher relation, in the section The ‘Servant’ Provider. 

In particular, evidence concerned with how teachers mediate the demands of 

communicating with parents and institutional arrangements are examined. In the second 

section, Market Pedagogies, I explore how market discourses and practices impact on 

pedagogical and collegial practices. Finally, in The Feudal Relation section, I examine 

the hierarchy of relations teachers have with their Heads and how these asymmetric 

relationships between employee and employer shapes teachers’ agency. 

 

The ‘Servant Provider’ 

This section begins by exploring how parent-teacher communications are experienced 

from the perspectives of teachers. Next, an examination of site-level pressures, such as 

those brought on by the pervasiveness of communications technologies, the imperatives 

of school leadership that are communicated to teachers begin to outline the constraints 

on teacher agency. 

 

Communication Practices 

Communication is a critical component of any teacher’s role. However, an examination 

of teacher accounts of communications with parents reveals  an added imperative, 

which respondents tended to ascribe to the high fees parents pay. For example, Paul 

from Collins suggested that “when an email … is sent, or a phone call is made, the 
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parent and the community expect a rapid response to that, I mean we work within the 

bounds of you know, we should be emailing back within 24 hours” (Excerpt 110, Paul’s 

interview, Collins Academy). Paul went on to suggest that “in other sectors, you'd be 

lucky to get an email back within (.) couple of days or if at all (.) you may just radio 

silence” (Excerpt 111, Paul’s interview, Collins Academy). Although, this is arguably 

an overstatement of differences with the public schooling sector, it does speak to the 

urgency felt by teachers in their need to respond to parents. As Edgar, a long-serving 

teacher and a Head of Faculty from St Wooten’s, reported: “I tend to (.) tend to reply to 

parents within you know 6 to 8 hours if possible, within 24 hours at the most (.) so 

they're important ones the parent ones” (Excerpt 112, Edgar’s interview, St Wooten’s). 

What is telling in Edgar’s statement is how he prioritises parent communications over 

and above all intra-institutional communications. Brad, a teacher and Head of House 

also at St Wooten’s, suggests that it is quite routine that parents are pushy in terms of 

having their issues dealt with promptly: 

 

The parents if they had their chance they would go (.) 24-hour contact and 
demand (.) you respond to them in their time and (.) often they'll send 
email at 9 o'clock at night and they'll send an email at 8 am saying I 
haven't heard from you, what's going on? Which I find (.) highly offensive 
[laughs]. (Excerpt 113, Brad’s interview, St Wooten’s).  

 

As he argued, parents “just jump straight to [him] because it's easier to get what [they] 

want (.) that they like the idea of going, pushing things forward and getting their 

solutions” (Excerpt 114, Brad’s interview, St Wooten’s). In one sense, the demands for 

this type of communication from parents could simply be put down to difficulties they 

might have in navigating the complexities of these large high schools. So arguably just 

going to a single point of contact such as a Home Room teacher or a Head of House can 

make sense. However, this urgency does signal how the relation between parent and 

teacher is constituted, that is, not as equals in a child’s learning journey, but as a an 

impatient boss talking to their peon. This may be the most pejorative rendering of this 

relationship, but the excesses of parent communication is prominent across all three 

sites in the study.  

 

Brad’s comments on parent communications is quite typical, as he suggests “… if 

something annoys them, [then] they'll send an email, and often it's a bit terse”, while 

others “[would] say, if they're really narky, why haven't you responded? I want to get it 

sorted out” (Excerpt 115, Brad’s interview, St Wooten’s). However, Brad does go on to 
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suggest that he pushes back against this pressure, as he put it: “I try and politely and 

quite subtly just (.) gently push back and make it clear, yep, I'm there for their son and 

I'll do everything I can to help, but (.) you won't dictate my day” (Excerpt 116, Brad’s 

interview, St Wooten’s). While Brad may appear to speak back to parent pressure, in his 

account he does not appear authoritative in relation to the actual in-practice dealings 

with parents. Instead this response brings into view an asymmetry of power that 

accounts from teachers across all sites also reveal. It was common across the corpus of 

data that participants reported on the stresses and challenges of communicating with 

parents: 

 

I have had (.) lots of emails … very kind of (.) parent-involved emails. So 
(.) you know I deal with it in that I respond to it, so you know [they] email 
back, can we have a meeting (.) and, and sometimes that's positive … then 
sometimes it's like (.) you know (.) pressure [laughs] and stress and you 
don't need it. (Excerpt 117, Danielle’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

Danielle, who was an experienced teacher at Collins Academy, suggested that her 

workload includes not only managing phone calls with parents, but also includes 

managing a virtual world of emails, school portals and all manner of digital 

technologies. This is a very new modality of school life for many teachers, as John 

suggests, “when I first came here, was a (.) a very (.) a (.) rich school in that there was a 

lot of [digital resources] (.) but nobody knew how to use the stuff” (Excerpt 118, John 

and Julia’s interview, Miller College). Likewise, Edgar, a long serving member of staff 

member at St Wooten’s, reported similar changes that have come with the increasing 

movement towards incorporating digital technologies into schooling practices: “it’s a 

constant (.) the communication one with teachers is now is constant. Email, phone, 

much more than when I started 20 years ago” (Excerpt 119, Edgar’s interview, St 

Wooten’s).  

 

The elite schools’ investment in digital technologies was evident in general observations 

in the sites with the appointments of e-learning coordinators who deal with online 

communications and with the spoken and unspoken directives for teachers to actively 

participate. This digital landscape of practices and discourses provides a virtual 

spatiality where parents have quick and direct access to teachers. Email and the various 

web-based interfaces for reporting, curriculum and news emerge as main influences; a 

typical response is presented next by James: 
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New technologies such as the [online reporting] where parents can log on 
and see the student's results at any given time (.) now that certainly 
brought about another level of scrutiny … where now teachers are having 
to post things online and so basically an online (.) learning resource that 
that students and parents have access to (.) but that's another level of work 
(.) another level of scrutiny (.) [that] wasn't there as little as you know as 
four years ago (Excerpt 120, James’ interview, Miller College) 

 

James, who is a teacher and Head of Faculty at Miller College, is clearly aware of the 

all-seeing parent body and their scrutiny as he puts it. Although teachers do report 

positive aspects in their relations with parents, what appears to animate communication 

imperatives is how parents are very quick to call in when they are anxious over their 

son’s performance or in relation to some disciplinary issue or complaint. As James 

suggests, “parents ring up and go (.) oh they did a test yesterday (.) and the results aren't 

up blah, blah, blah” (Excerpt 121, James’ interview, Miller College). Likewise, Danielle 

at Collins reported that “you've got parents intervening and questioning [you], and your 

[own] professionalism [asking yourself] whether or not you're kinda doing (.) the right 

thing” (Excerpt 122, Danielle’s interview, Collins Academy). Considering how 

technology makes it easy for parents to contact administration and complain, it is 

perhaps unsurprising to find the school administrators are vocal about their expectations 

in regards to communication practices. Sally talks about the messaging she has 

explicitly received around keeping parents ‘onside’: 

 

[The Head of School] always says (.) if you get the parents on your side (.) 
or if you can at least communicate with them … he said things will be so 
much easier (.) just let them know (.) keep them informed. (Excerpt 123, 
Sally’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

Sally, a young female teacher from Collins Academy, makes visible how school 

administrators are acutely aware of what the parents can do if one is to provoke their 

displeasure. These Heads have an obvious interest in relations between parents and 

teachers going smoothly. It also stands to reason that the school administrators wouldn’t 

have anything to gain from parents coming into conflict with teachers and the ‘bad news’ 

it can generate. As Brad at St Wooten’s also argues:  

 

There's a lot of St Wooten mothers who have a lot of spare time. They 
have a lot of, it's generally coffee, chit-chats you know? Parties, that kinda 
thing. It's a very small community. Parents are all friends (.) the kids are 
all friends. So they talk about us a lot. And a lot of it's positive (.) but when 
it's bad, it spreads wide, so, they're (.) they're very, they're very quick to 
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judge (Excerpt 124, Brad’s Interview, St Wooten’s, emphasis by 
participant).  

 

Brad’s comments above, tallies with the reports from several teachers at St Wooten’s 

who talked about how the Head was active in instructing staff on how to manage 

relations with parents. Yet unlike the positive spin of Sally’s Head of School, the 

messaging appears more defensive at St Wooten’s: 

 

We are basically told (.) staff after me were told more so than me [laughs 
under breath] (.) that (.) keep (.) we will back you (.) keep the parents at 
the gate (.) in (.) in a sense of don't let them go for you (.) because they 
will (.) they will attack you and even if they don't get the answer they want 
they'll go up the chain. (Excerpt 125, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Jenny’s account above, is clearly one where she is being encouraged to engage in 

practices that defend herself and the school against parent “attack”. Juxtaposing these 

two accounts of school administrators, the phrase making things ‘easier’ sits in strong 

contrast to the language used at St Wooten’s. Regardless of these stances, parental 

complaints coupled with the minimum expectations on communication practices that 

their administrators push, provide a feedback loop for the school and a mechanism for 

parents to literally have teachers disciplined, as indicated in this excerpt: 

 

 John  We get complaints from parents about exactly that because 
[the online materials are] visible to parents as well... 

Interviewer So how do they complain? What methods do they... 
 John They contact me … so we've had to state quite clearly a 

minimum expectation (.) this is what's required [but] we still 
get people not doing that and we've just got to [say] look (.) 
parents contacted me (.) you really need to keep this up to date 
… 

Interviewer Then are teachers able to completely resist that and say? 
  John  Nup … they can't they (.) it’s part of their appraisal process. 

(Excerpt 126, John and Julia’s interview, Miller College) 
 

Like John’s account above suggests, teachers cannot ignore the parents. Keeping the 

parents happy through active participation in digital communication technologies is 

highly visible in the practices at all three sites in the study. Perhaps more so at Collins 

and St Wooten’s then at Miller College, which was the most recent adopters of digital 

communications technologies out of the three schools (see Excerpts 118 ad 120). 
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Helicopter Parents 

It is crucial to note that these technologies increase parent access to teachers, but also 

extend the scope of parent voice. Teachers’ reports triangulate strongly across all three 

sites regarding this threat of parent complaint and suggest that teachers are manifestly 

aware that they can easily become the target of a complaint from a disgruntled parent if 

expectations are not met: 

 

You've got parents who (.) live for their kids (.) their kids are their world 
(.) and they're helicopter parents and (.) anything negative (.) is just you're 
to blame (.) you're the person that's in the room (.) in there (.) my son's 
perfect (.) I don’t have that problem at home (.) you get that (.) it's hard (.) 
you try to address [negative attitudes and behaviours in class] (.) but in a 
round-about way (.) so you don't get that (.) sort of initial assault from the 
parents I guess. (Excerpt 127, Sally’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

Sally is not alone in her fears of parents and how they can launch an attack on teachers 

if they are unhappy.  These teacher dispositions are visible at all three sites in the study. 

For example, Jenny at St Wooten’s echoed this sentiment of how “the children are seen 

as like they're the number one” (Excerpt 128, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s). These 

types of accounts suggest that there are parents who are quick to phone up to champion 

their sons if issues arise. It could perhaps be argued that parental agency in this regard is 

justified or not something particularly unique to elite private schools. However, what is 

unique about the relations between elite parents and the teachers in the school can be 

seen in how teachers tiptoe around these relations. For example, in Sally’s turn of 

phrase emphasises how she feels she needs to act in a ‘round-about way’ or otherwise 

suffer an ‘assault’ and how Brad (from Excerpt 116) has to “gently push back” against 

parents demands. It is also telling that Brad reported that he took up professional 

development courses so he could deal more effectively with parents in his meetings. In 

Jenny’s account this asymmetry in parent-teacher relating is an explicit inversion of the 

power relation between the pedagogue and the parent, where teachers are reduced to the 

status of a ‘servant’: 

 

Jenny [T]he power structure has changed so that (.) we've got umm 
(.) students and parents on top (.) admin underneath and then 
the staff underneath … [where teachers are being] seen as 
more as (.) a vehicle to use (.) rather than a vehicle to be 
supported”  

Interviewer Now you're a service provider? 
Jenny Yes absolutely … we are a servant [stresses the word] (.) 

provider 
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Interviewer  ok that speaks to a power differential between the staff and the 
[parents] 

Jenny  it does and that's partly to do with the client (.) base I think we 
have here … we've got very wealthy clientele here now. 
(Excerpt 129, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s).  

 

What is most interesting in this account from Jenny’s, is how the status of the teacher is 

now that of a lowly ‘servant’ to wealthy parents. This phrase, the “servant [stresses the 

word] (.) provider”, intimates not only teachers’ relative status as Jenny sees it, but the 

parents power over teachers as well. Similarly, at Collins Academy, Sally lamented that 

“the respect boundary has changed a lot with teachers … now it's (.) in some ways [the 

teachers] nearly feel bullied (.) by parents” (Excerpt 130, Sally’s interview, Collins 

Academy). These narratives of decline of teacher status, demonstrates how uneven 

teachers’ experiences can be at these sites. On the one had teachers report how they feel 

valued (see Golden Handcuffs, previous chapter), yet on the other there are also clearly 

examples where they do not.  

 

What seems to complicate matters, is how some teachers did appear to misrecognise 

(Bourdieu, 1990), justify aspects of or evade questions of parent authority. For example, 

Brad puts down the difficulty he has with parents to the ‘alpha types’, “[who in their] 

workplace … get by just (.) smashing around the way (.) and demanding this is how it's 

going to be” (Excerpt 131, Brad’s interview, St Wooten’s). Yet Brad’s argument as to 

what animates parent aggression is undermined by the fact that he also considers this 

parental aggression to be associated with elite social status and his relative status as an 

outsider. As Brad suggested, “ … the first year or two when I, I was in this foreign 

world with, with rich people and (.) high fees and high expectations (.) that (.) that was 

pretty full on  ... [but] I'm not seen as the young new guy as much anymore. I'm seen as 

(.) one of St Wooten's teachers (.) and so yeah, that, that holds a lot of sway” (Excerpt 

132, Brad’s interview, St Wooten’s). This account highlights an incoherence between 

Brad’s more sociological understanding, where in-group status or more precisely the 

lack thereof augments the relational asymmetry between parent and teacher, and his 

more naturalistic discourse that ascribes parent behaviour to a subject-centred 

personality trait rather than inter-subjective relation.  

 

It is arguable that group affiliation has real benefits in terms of teachers’ agency. There 

were a handful of teachers in the study with elite connections themselves. Jill for 
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example, spoke about how her elite private school affiliations gave her a voice amongst 

the parents: 

 

Jill It's probably a bit confronting (.) because my children went to 
an equivalent [elite sporting association] school (.) I think I get 
heard more perhaps than [other teachers] 

Interviewer  Heard more by whom? The parents? 
Jill The parents (.) yeah (.) and I also feel that sometimes they see 

me (.) being a bit unusual (.) because some schools (.) and I'm 
not saying it happens here (.) some schools I've worked at 
teachers are seen to be (.) perhaps beneath the clientele that 
[they] are working with. The last school I came from (.) very 
much still what I would call a (.) a nouveau riche school (.) 
with a lot of new money and things like that and they used to 
treat the staff (.) atrociously because it's like you work for me 
effectively … 

Interviewer   So then we're talking about class difference between the client 
and the staff 

Jill Correct 
Interviewer   And you can (.) transcend that because you've been a client 

yourself ? 
Jill Yup. (Excerpt 133, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Jill in talking about her experiences at St Wooten’s contends that she has a status in 

relation to the parents that is not afforded to colleagues who lack the elite private school 

background. Although Jill admits class differences, it is not entirely clear if she is 

merely talking in terms of money people earn or if that is a part of the broader picture of 

class relating qua power since she appears to define the primary difference between 

herself and the parents as those “who earn millions of dollars that we will never earn” 

(Excerpt 134, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s). This account tallies with Brad’s summation 

of his situation at St Wooten’s; that is, to reiterate, that ‘insider’ status “holds a lot of 

sway” (from Excerpt 132). However, Jill’s account (from Excerpt 133) also partially 

decouples her elite status from the money that the teacher earns relative to the moneyed 

parent cohort. Yet, this is only partially so, because Jill still remains ‘a bit unusual’ in 

the parents’ eyes, as she suggests. 

 

There were other participants who talked about elite social status and the advantages it 

offered, like Paul at Collins, an ‘Old Boy’ himself, who talked about an “unspoken 

connection” (Excerpt 135, Paul’s interview, Collins Academy) that being an alumnus of 

Collins. As he put it: “the reality is my own parents are Collins parents … my childhood 

was growing up around the parents and listening to the conversations of the parents, so, 
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I think you understand the market that [we’re] operating in” (Excerpt 136, Paul’s 

interview, Collins Academy). These aspects of group membership and the benefits of 

insider knowledge combine in Paul’s account. Like Jill, and even Brad above, in-group 

status has relational payoffs for teachers, which all the more underscores how teachers 

‘invest’ so deeply in their schools. Yet, it also implicates the asymmetrical power 

relation and potential threat that teachers in elite private schools face: 

 

Part of [engaging with parents] is [the Head of School] doesn't want any 
surprises (.) fair enough (.) the other part of it is this is a school that I 
haven't had (.) haven't experienced the level of parent involvement before 
(.) that's what happens here (.) so as a survival thing (.) get in early. 
(Excerpt 137, Michael’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Michael, a coordinator and teacher at St Wooten’s Middle School, suggests that 

‘survival’ is the logic that animates communication practice at St Wooten’s. These 

phrases, not wanting ‘any surprises’, and ‘get in early’, suggest a potential for an 

antagonistic relationship between parents and the school. It also suggests a balance of 

authority between teachers and parents tipped in favour of the parent.  

 

The Positives of Communicating 

While Michael’s accounts (in Excerpt 137 above) brings a view of a type of 

professional survivalism that animates teachers’ practices at St Wooten’s, at Collins, 

David points out that keeping up communications can just be part and parcel of good 

pedagogy: 

 

I’m happy to discuss things with parents. I come back to the three most 
important stakeholders in their child's education are that student, the parent 
and the teacher (.) and if that communication doesn't (.) flow and those 
doors aren't open then that's when you have problems. And I mean 
problems as in that student not getting the best out of their education. 
(Excerpt 138, David’s interview, Collins Academy).  

 

It is clear that for David, there are philosophical and pedagogical imperatives that 

undergird the value of communication between teacher and parent. Home support for 

the schooling process is undoubtedly critical for student success in his view. However, 

it is also evident that the urge to communicate early and frequently is conflated, if not in 

actuality animated, by fear of conflict arising. For some participants, establishing a 

social tie with parents was considered to be a way to put off some future conflict, as 

Rick implies: 
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 Rick  I don't think it’s a bad thing … [to] communicate a lot with the 
parents (.) it's good (.) cos now I have (.) all those people on 
my side, because I do a lot of communication to parents  

 Interviewer Yes, why is it important that they're on your side? 
Rick Well, on your side as in, it's important that they support the 

school and your, your stand on things like [disciplinary issues]. 
(Excerpt 139, Rick’s interview, Miller College) 

 

For Rick, it is a simple pragmatism that directs his communications with parents. Yet 

his language of being ‘on my side’ also suggests that without careful finessing that the 

parent-teacher relationship might turn antagonistic. Like Rick above, a number of 

participants across all three sites reported actively participating in communicating with 

parents as an instrumental means to prevent outbreaks of hostilities. As Michael at St 

Wooten’s put it, informing the parents, so that they “… support what's going …  [just] 

seems to work” (Excerpt 140, Michael’s interview, St Wooten’s).  

 

Imperatives to keep communicating with parents, to keep them informed emerged as  a 

logic that undergirds the online communications utilised by all three participating 

schools use. Practices, such as mirroring lessons, publishing school related news, or 

posting results of assessments are found. By investing in such technologies, elite private 

school administrators appear to be responding to parents’ expectations of transparency 

and providing a genuinely responsive staff. Such communication practices and logics 

also shape the process of formal reporting. For example, at Collins, Alison questioned 

the excessively early reporting sequence and the multiple iterations of editing that staff 

must go through before reports are released: 

 

We've been getting pats on the back about how good our, you know 
Middle School reports are great, you know, they clearly ‘know the boy’, 
like we've been getting a pat on the back. So it seems like just to continue 
getting that pat on the back, we're having them due sort of Week 5 instead 
of Week 7, you know? (Excerpt 141, Alison’s interview, Collins 
Academy) 

 

Alison’s account above seems to reveal reporting practices in Collins to be one of an 

opportunity to demonstrate care and visibility of a student to the teachers; that is, that 

they ‘know the boy’. The visibility of the child appears to be a critical factor in how the 

Collins staff, at least, demonstrates to its parents that their “… boy is not just numbers 

on a page” (Excerpt 142, Allison’s interview, Collins Academy).   Making it plain to 
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parents that they have the attentive teachers they are paying for. To illustrate, this 

understanding is foremost in the Head of School’s Welcome Statement at Collins 

Academy Middle School, where he suggests that the school is an environment “…where 

students feel secure, happy and recognised” (Excerpt 143, school publication, Collins 

Academy, emphasis added). As David also argued a “proactive stance [in 

communications] from teachers’ point of view (.) keeps positive relationships (.) 

because it shows that you know the kid” (Excerpt 144, David’s interview, Collins 

Academy). At Miller College too, Julia was explicit about her practice of making sure 

the parent knows that their child is visible to the teacher and that the teacher is giving 

the boy the individual attention the parent is paying for: 

 

Julia Yeah I know but his mother's very pushy (.) yeah, very, very 
pushy and she's also constantly on the email, every week (.) to 
me, to English teachers, to the Maths teachers, to everyone, but 
I've actually been quite proactive and that was that email I 
showed you earlier, the email the other day? And it was from 
her because what I did was I decided to contact her first and I 
told her everything that we're doing. So when I go back this 
afternoon, I'll say, dear Mrs [Smith], just to let you know today 
we covered da da da da da and then that way she feels like 
oohhh 

Interviewer She knows that you're on [top of things]? 
Julia It is a bit of a manipulation, but it's like you know what I 

mean? Keeps her (.) civil (.) and she's very hard on [her son]. 
(Excerpt 145, Julia’s post-observational interview, Miller 
College) 

 

Julia’s comments bring into view the ‘very, very pushy’ mother, and how she ‘keeps her 

(.) civil’. This ‘manipulation’ involves a careful managing of the messaging that goes 

between the school and the parents that can be seen on all three sites, because parents 

will question teachers. For example, Greg at Collins talked about how he was “probably 

much more (.) concerned about what [he wrote in reports] … because [parents] will 

analyse it and they will come back and ask for clarification … [I’m] much more 

professional in that manner, like the parents for- enforce that” (Excerpt 146, Greg’s 

interview, Collins Academy). However, while Greg may suggest that the investments of 

time and attention on reports are a matter of professionalism, it is a professionalism that 

is paradoxically ‘enforce[d]’ by the parents. In this sense, Greg is unaware that his 

professionalism instead looks like a defensive measure precisely because of the 

authority of the parent. As David suggests, parents have different responses to news 

from the school: 
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I've got a couple of boys I've got quite detailed notes on because (.) don't 
want to say covering myself, but it's keeping myself as well informed as 
possible. So if something comes right down the line … parents have 
different responses when they hear things they don't want to hear … you 
have to watch your wording very, very carefully. (Excerpt 147, David’s 
interview, Collins Academy) 

 

While for David, he is merely being pragmatic, and careful to not suggest he is 

‘covering’ himself, it is also important to note that regardless of how he chooses to 

frame it, these imperatives directly impact on pedagogical practices.  

 

Market Pressure 

Reporting is arguably a routine expectation of all schools. However, it is the threat of 

parent complaint and the asymmetry of power between the high fee-paying client and 

the private institution and its employees that pushes these practices to an extreme. As 

Alison argued, “I feel our reports are due ridiculously early (.) I don't necessarily know 

why … [and] you're forcing me to get these reports in, when I potentially could have 

had … more time to ‘know the boy’” (Excerpt 148, Alison’s interview, Collins 

Academy). The early reporting sequence that the participants at Collins and St 

Wooten’s talked about, come as a consequence of the multiple iterations of editing the 

school engages in.  In reality, this also means that teachers don’t have as much time to 

produce more precise reports about students as they suggest feeling as though they have 

to race through curriculum to meet early assessment deadlines. Danielle, at Collins, 

talked about the hours she put in writing reports, but could not articulate their 

educational value when asked: 

 

Danielle [Writing reports] takes hours and hours and hours (.) yeah 
Interviewer So that's a big chunk of what you do, report writing, so what's 

the value in it? Educationally? 
Danielle Umm (.) ah well (.) educationally (.) it's not really of value to 

us (.) I mean it's more of value to the parents 
Interviewer In what way? 
Danielle … I think the parents (.) see them as valuable (.) because they 

give a different perspective [of their son, but] in terms of 
teaching, yeah look I don't, I don't (.) see a great deal of value 
because basically I'm just writing (.) what I already know. 
(Excerpt 149, Danielle’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

In the excerpt above, Danielle supports the notion that visibility is an important part of 

the business of communicating with parents; that is, giving parents a sense that the 
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teachers know their boy. Yet, these practices that are enacted under pressured 

conditions that also appear to work against pedagogical goals. As Stephen suggested, 

that while he understood the Head of School’s imperative to “keep parents informed… 

[he still felt they should] get rid of it (.) because all it does is reinforce the grades” 

(Excerpt 150, Stephen’s interview, St Wooten’s). It is clear from Stephen’s account that 

he understands the difference between pedagogical and micro-political goals. Yet, most 

participants appear clearly aware of the issue that the extra-pedagogical dimensions of 

practice have an impact on their work-lives. As Stephen admits, these are imperatives 

that they clearly must respond to because of the fees the parents are paying: 

 

I know they're paying 25 grand they've got a say (.) (hmm) but if you 
tolerate [parent interference] (.) umm (.) then (.) it's not going to stop (.) 
(hmm) and the word of mouth here is (.) you know (.) is strong (.) it’s very 
strong. (Excerpt 151, Stephen’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Stephen’s account describes a moment of agency, a ‘line of escape’ (Deleuze, 1992) 

from the firm grasp of parent expectations. Yet, in Stephen’s view, while elite private 

school parents still justifiably have ‘got a say’ for the money they are spending, it is the 

fear of the ‘word of mouth’ in parent circles that stirs him to action. In Foucauldian 

terms, the transactional nature of elite private schooling and how it is affirmed in quasi-

moral discourses (see Neoliberal Morality, previous section), is seen here mediated by 

Stephen’s ‘techniques of self’ (Foucault, 1993). However, it is clearly a fearfulness and 

awareness of the threat of parent complaint that animates him. Moreover, Stephen’s 

tactics vis a vis this parent pressure is not to speak back directly, but to quietly resist 

complying. Thus his tactics are limited by the asymmetry of power he is caught in. 

Nevertheless, there are some participants in the study who do indeed speak back and 

mediate market-centric discourses that seem to legitimate parent interference, and 

perhaps more importantly, resist practices that appear to stem from their transactional 

logic; Brad makes this apparent in the next excerpt: 

 

Interviewer Does that whole you know (.) it's a fee-paying school, I'm the 
client, you're my service provider. Why aren't you doing this 
for me? 

Brad I refuse to acknowledge that. I think of it as (.) student - 
teacher - parent. I don't care if you're fee paying or not. 
Someone else will pay for that spot if you don't want it, if you 
don't want (.) don't want to play the game … our focus has got 
to be on the learner. And, and it doesn't matter who pays the 
bill … 
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Interviewer So tell me where do you get that from? Where does that idea 
come from? 

Brad That's the old government lefty (.) educationalist in me I think 
[laughs] I think it's where it's from. (Excerpt 152, Brad’s 
interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Brad’s account suggests that influences on teachers’ practice do include their own 

personal histories and philosophies. For example, almost without exception teachers 

from all three sites would talk about how they brought their personal learning journey or 

experiences in workplaces before their elite school to bear on their practice. As Michael 

put it: 

 

I've got a very (.) very clear perception of myself as a thirteen year old boy 
(.) so I think I've got an idea of what the clientele is still like (.) they're still 
kids ... at their age I was in a co-ed tech school (.) but mainly boys (.) was 
a very physical place (.) and we did lots of hands on stuff and I just loved 
it (.) loved the whole 6 years (.) so I suppose I am bringing my past back to 
here and inflicting it upon them without them actually knowing that. 
(Excerpt 153, Michael’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Michael’s account is more typical of how teachers on all three sites report how their life 

journey comes to bear on their pedagogy. There are few teachers however, who talk 

about these experiences shaping how they speak back to institutional and parent 

authority, and these participants were in active conflict with management and parents at 

the time of my fieldwork (see Chapter Seven – Pedagogies of Subjugation). Thus, 

personal histories tend to intersect pedagogical practices, but much less so in terms of 

teacher agency used to push back against institutional norms. 

 

While these contradictions in communications, between the pedagogic and political 

imperatives, are not necessarily zero-sum games, it does give insight into how 

participants’ capacities to enact their own agency is affected considering how 

vulnerable they appear to be. Yet, it is not just communication practices that are shaped, 

but actual face-to-face teaching practice as well. This is perhaps the most crucial aspect 

of teachers’ agency, that is, their independence within their teaching domain and their 

capacity to make decisions in respect to their role as an ‘autonomous professional’ 

(Pearson & Moomaw, 2005). I turn next to these pedagogical and curricular aspects 

next. 
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Defensive Pedagogies 

In this section, participant accounts of their pedagogical practices are examined. In 

particular, I highlight how the fear of parents reacting badly can mitigate against 

teacher’s ability to take full control over their pedagogical domain. The hierarchies of 

control and compliance within the school are also explored.  As data will show, these 

hierarchies influence pedagogical freedoms, making it difficult if not impossible for 

teachers to exercise control, because administrators in particular are balancing a 

multiplicity of imperatives beyond the pedagogical. 

 

Technocratic Approaches 

Fear from reprisal is a mitigating factor in practice and decision-making for many 

teachers in the study. In this first account, Jenny suggests that her colleagues’ 

curriculum choices are corralled by a fear of being questioned: 

 

I think that [teachers] run scared (.) and that's one (.) one part of it (.) … 
[but] I don't think they have to fear anything (.) I think that what they don't 
like is being questioned (.) they don't like the questioning. (Excerpt 154, 
Jenny’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Even Jenny is not immune from this fear herself, reporting that in social engagements 

with parents, “you cannot afford to have one drop of alcohol and say something wrong 

(.) or (.) it’s what they ask you and you can't answer” (Excerpt 155, Jenny’s interview, 

St Wooten’s). Stephen, also suggested that St Wooten’s administrators’ decisions on 

curriculum are animated by concerns over parent complaint: 

 

[O]ne of the objections from people [for changes to curriculum] will be 
you can't do that (.) this is English (.) you can't reduce (.) our time and I 
think it will worry [the Headmaster] too (.) I think it will worry [the Head 
of School] as well …  no doubt because he'll be worried about parents 
ringing up (Excerpt 156, Stephen’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Parental complaint and the school administrators’ responsiveness to these threats were 

commonly reported instances. Both Stephen’s and Jenny’s accounts not only bring into 

view the imperatives that constrain pedagogical choices, in this case parent complaint 

and the school administrators’ responsiveness to this threat, but also suggest that 

curriculum is a site of struggle both between colleagues and between the teachers and 

their employer. These struggles are visible in the contradictions of teaching practice as 
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participants report their efforts to balance competing exigencies. For example, at 

interview, Jenny was clearly aware of how her curriculum choices were being 

constrained and lamented the loss of political engagement, through choosing texts that 

could be viewed as too controversial: 

 

[Curriculum leaders are] avoiding political questions … [but] teaching is 
political (.) and if you don't teach something (.) that's also making a 
statement that's political … and that concerns me … because people [say] 
(.) oh it’s not about the content (.) and (.) yes it is (.) to me teaching is 
about content (.) it is (.) the ‘what’ you teach (.) its not just the ‘how’. 
(Excerpt 157, Jenny’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Jenny’s account suggests that pedagogical practices at St Wooten’s are perhaps more in 

line with the ‘technocratic pedagogies’ (Webb, 2005); these are also visible at Collins 

Academy. For example, Paul suggested, “the content is irrelevant … what we need to 

teach is (.) how do you select information that's unfiltered? How do you spot bias? … 

those sorts of questions for me are more important” (Excerpt 158, Paul’s interview, 

Collins Academy). Similarly, Stephen at St Wooten’s suggested: 

 

[C]ontent is a vehicle (.) it’s not an end (.) it’s a vehicle … [for example] 
to develop kids (.) umm (.) ability to (.) interpret evidence to understand 
that these perspectives … but at the same time I'm doing stuff that's going 
to keep ‘em open minded … [because] what's education about? … what is 
education for? … [For me] it’s not about actually what happens tomorrow 
(.) it’s potentially about what's going to happen down the track (.) so I 
teach towards that. (Excerpt 159, Stephen’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

For teachers like Stephen and Paul, content is not as important as repertoires of 

technical and interpretative skills. Yet there is clearly a tension in pedagogical logics 

between those who understand a capacity to be critical as a skill set, and those who 

suggest that content also matters to ground moral and political perspective. For example, 

these political choices were clearly being made by Leanne form Miller College, when I 

observed her discussing “issues regarding poverty in the third world” (Excerpt 160, 

Leanne’s class observations, Miller College). There was also James, who considered his 

classroom to be a “political space” (from Excerpt 53). However, it is likely that Stephen 

and Paul do understand that these aspects of teaching are linked and are just 

foregrounding that there is a need to emphasise the practice of critical thought to shake 

loose the traditional idea of delivering curriculum content as the core business of 

teachers. Yet Jenny (in Excerpt 157, above) raises a salient point, suggesting that if at St 
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Wooten’s they are steering away from content that may provoke a negative parent 

response, then they are potentially steering away from political conversations that are 

arguably an important part of preparing students to participate in civic life after school, 

or the ‘what happens tomorrow’, as Stephen puts it (in Excerpt 159 above). Moreover, 

even if a more radical pedagogy is mooted, at St Wooten’s at least, this is unlikely to 

see its realisation in practice: 

 

In schools like this it’s so much to unpack (.) that (.) umm (.) [radical 
change] will never happen (.) I'm prepared to say that (.) it will never 
happen (.) that's what [all my] years here has taught me (.) it will never 
happen (.) you might make a little [change] … but its still gotta go past 
[the Head of School] and he's gotta (.) be comfortable with it and there's 
things in there that he just won't like. (Excerpt 161, Stephen’s interview, St 
Wooten’s)  

 

It is obvious in Stephen’s account that balancing parental expectations is a critical 

component that shapes practice for school administrators. McNeil (2002) considers 

these to be ‘defensive’ practices, because for the most part, participants are not 

necessarily supportive, some unequivocally oppositional, to these extra-pedagogically 

driven practices that come from the inherent worry about parent complaint. Yet these 

defensive practices were visible at all three sites. For example, at Collins Academy, the 

Middle School made widespread use of NAPLAN practice booklets and class time 

allocated to practising external tests. Here, Year 7 students had to “complete 2 

NAPLAN tests per week” (Excerpt 162, field notes/observations, Collins Academy). 

Curiously, there was no participant at Collins that supported these NAPLAN practice 

routines, either downplaying the value of the results or pointing out the incoherencies 

and contradictions in their implementation. As David suggested, “[NAPLAN] is 

disjointed and doesn't really give a realistic profile of the student” (Excerpt 163, 

David’s interview, Collins Academy). Nevertheless, these routines were still affirmed 

on the one hand because they also coincided with the disruptions of the annual camps 

and provided a modular alternative to the regular programme for teachers: 

 

So officially … we don't actually teach to NAPLAN. What it, what it is is 
we have a booklet. So they have a weekly homework schedule and we 
make NAPLAN the homework schedule (.) I mean it's, for multiple 
reasons, number one, we shouldn't be teaching to the test. I mean everyone 
does say, the official line is that, NAPLAN shouldn't affect your teaching 
… rather we give them a bit of an exposure to it … [but] some of them do 
also sit down and really do pay attention to the booklet. They go through it 
with their parents at night time … so it does also sort of (.) stress a couple 
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of them out … [but] it also (.) the NAPLAN study coincides with camp (.) 
and so it's just easy, easier for us to hand the NAPLAN booklet with six 
tests in it. (Excerpt 164, Alison’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

There is a plausible deniability to Alison’s account, that is, that they don’t ‘officially’ 

teach to NAPLAN. However, her claims stand in contrast with the practices observed 

during researcher visits. At Collins, I regularly observed teachers who were “not only 

on getting the kids to read and answer, but to [were also] develop[ing] exam technique” 

(Excerpt 165, field notes/observations, Collins Academy). In spite of this, Alison did 

claim that NAPLAN testing is “obviously well publicised but … the culture here, 

certainly at Collins, it's just another week that goes by … we fulfil our obligation that 

way but we don't generally heighten it too much” (Excerpt 166, Alison’s interview, 

Collins Academy). As Alison sees it, Collins is merely fulfilling obligations to the state, 

yet her phrase that NAPLAN was ‘obviously well publicised’ hints at her understanding 

of the ‘disciplinary’ effects of this very public examination (Thompson & Cook, 2012). 

As Paul admits, who has a executive role in the school in addition to his teaching load, 

there is an official line and then there is the reality of parents’ expectations: 

 

Paul We do some NAPLAN preparation … you're always balancing 
parental expectations. We have people who say for three weeks 
prior to NAPLAN you should just be focussing on NAPLAN 

Interviewer Hmmm who's those people? 
Paul Ahh they're parents who view NAPLAN as a measure of 

success. If my kid doesn't get band 8, band 9 (.) you're failing. 
(Excerpt 167, Paul’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

Paul talks about ‘balancing’ expectations of parents that are being energised by state 

interventions into schooling, as Paul suggests, because “schools are getting their data 

plastered all over (.) MySchools” (Excerpt 168, Paul’s interview, Collins Academy). 

The pragmatics of chasing the grade are also visible at the other two sites in the study. 

At Miller, Julia explicitly wrote advice for her students on her handouts, which were 

pitched to students as literally ‘from the examiner’ (Excerpt 169, field 

notes/observations, Collins Academy). In the first place, simply writing ‘from the 

examiner’ is a discourse that positions the examination as the ultimate value judgement 

attached to student learning, which in effect legitimates and conflates examinations with 

academic rigour.  
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Running Scared 

Educational success for elite private schools, when it appears that they must compete in 

a schooling marketplace, seems to be inflected by the imperatives of marketing and 

public relations (PR). These market-driven pedagogies can be seen to tilt the balance 

too far when teachers begin to engage in teaching practices that could be deemed, 

questionable as Stephen asserts: 

 

There's teachers here (.) one in particular I've got in mind (.) I won't 
mention any names (.) who umm (.) you know you've got to work very 
hard (.) not to get an A (.) not to get an A (.) and it’s very (.) easy way to 
keep parents off your back is to just do that (.) so what kinda feedback the 
kid’s getting? Nothin'. (Excerpt 170, Stephen’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

In the excerpt above, Stephen suggests that it is the vicissitudes of parent-teacher 

relating can shape pedagogical practices in negative ways. As Stephen put it “the 

Middle School is actually not (.) focused fully on student learning … because how can 

you have a timetable that looks like it does if kids’ [learning experience is] number one?” 

(Excerpt 171, Stephen’s interview, St Wooten’s). However, while Stephen may chastise 

his colleagues for giving ‘easy’ grades, these ‘defensive’ pedagogies (McNeil, 2002) 

appear understandable in a climate where parents can escalate conflict when they are 

unhappy with how their child is either performing or being disciplined. Jenny agrees: 

 

Once I saw two boys having fisticuffs (.) I put them into detention (.) both 
of them for half and hour (.) the mother didn't like the answer from the 
[Head of School] so she immediately called the Headmaster (.) we just 
went pardon? [Laughs] nup [thumps table] no (.) you know (.) that this 
idea of defending the children ... the idea of taking responsibility (.) 
personal responsibility (.) seems to me to be reduced (.) to their detriment. 
(Excerpt 172, Jenny’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

In Jenny’s account above, she speaks about how the onus for the child’s outcomes had 

shifted to being the responsibility of teachers. Yet perhaps more importantly how 

parents will try to direct proceedings at the level of the school, even down attempting to 

influence the teachers’ everyday practices. These parental interjections are visible in 

teacher accounts at all three sites. Rick, for instance, gave an account of how typically 

“[the boys] go home, tell mum, back to the Headmaster, back to me, huge issue, blows 

up. I demand a formal apology, all that, that stuff goes straight to the (.) [Headmaster]” 

(Excerpt 173, Rick’s interview, Miller College). This account highlights a recurring 
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theme in teacher accounts more broadly, that accepts it as a given, the way the parents 

defend their child regardless of whether they’re considered right or wrong.  

 

Jenny could be considered a bit of an outlier in terms of how she stands up for herself in 

regards to the demands of parents, but she also is clearly aware that she still needs to 

protect herself professionally. As Jenny continued, the co-curricular she offered boys 

also “block[ed] people from attacking [her] (.) because (.) [it was] great PR for the 

school” (Excerpt 174, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s). These aspects of teaching in a 

marketised environment can articulate in diverse ways in teachers’ practices, sometimes 

teachers can utilise this market visibility to their own purposes. As she suggested, 

“when [parents] say what are you going to do for my son? … [she would say] what's 

your son going to do for himself?” (Excerpt 175, Jenny’s Interview, St Wooten’s). In 

contrast, Rick at Miller suggested that teachers have to be cautious because if the issue 

wasn’t “black and white … [then] it could be turned to (.) you know, we'd expect better 

than that” (Excerpt 176, Rick’s interview, Miller College). At Collins, Sally suggested 

that parents are quite explicit in communicating their expectations in regard to their 

sons: 

 

[Teachers are] being told [by parents] that(.) this is what you're expected to 
do (.) this is my [son] (.) you cater everything towards him (.) hang on na 
na na and you're like ok one parent (.) here (.) her son got an (.) I think it 
was a 5 out of 8 (.) and I got an email saying that it's expected that he gets 
at least 80% in all of his classes (.) and I am to give him detention (.) and 
spend my lunchtime with him (.) to improve his mark (.) I just went (.) ok 
(.) number one (.) I don't think that would be any benefit to your son for 
giving him a detention (.) that's (.) how's that going to make his mark 
better? And it's (.) it's so (.) no no no no no (.) I'm happy to work with you 
(.) but please don't tell me what to do (.) how I need to spend my [time]… 
she's a notoriously hard mother. (Excerpt 177, Sally’s interview, Collins 
Academy) 
 

There are several accounts, like Sally’s above, that triangulate over all three sites, which 

suggests that some parents will not take no for an answer or escalate a conflict if they 

are not happy with how a teacher deals with issues involving their boys. For instance, 

Lynn at Miller talked about a mum who kept pressing her to discipline their “lazy” son 

more vigorously: “I was (.) I was so surprised (.) [laughs] I was like (.) is she seriously 

saying this? … but that just took me by surprise, whereas most parents have been lovely” 

(Excerpt 178, Lynn’s interview, Miller College). Lynn is arguably correct, that most 

parents are indeed ‘lovely’. However, it stands to reason that the parents who press and 
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actively push their agendas can often push administrators and teachers to respond to 

these excesses, because these parents, and particularly mothers (see discussion in 

Everyday Sexism, in Chapter Seven), become precisely ‘notorious’ for their behaviour.  

 

Market Expectations 

Defensive practices such as teaching to the test and pursuing matriculation grades, are 

pragmatic in terms of meeting the general expectations of parents. Nevertheless, 

participants on all three sites were clearly aware that these external benchmarked tests 

were by and large inconsistent with good pedagogy. They simply had to play the game: 

 

[P]arents pay for [their sons] to go through [the matriculation] system so 
therefore we have to play the game (.) so (.) we can't pull up stumps and 
just say (.) we're not going to engage in that (.) we have to support our 
teachers to get that ATAR, because at the moment that is the system. 
(Excerpt 179, Paul’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

External pressures were visible at all three schools in the study. For example, at St 

Wooten’s, Jill discussed how matriculation pressures and protocols shaped expectations 

of parents and students even in the early years of their Senior Schooling: 

 

We're under (.) the biggest constraint that I have is thing called 
[matriculation] though (.) and I (.) I have a what I call a pyramid and I 
show the boys what we're talking about (.) but the middle years we're so 
fortunate … they come to us and we're heading towards [matriculation] (.) 
so year 7 and 8's got to be about thinking and application and actually 
getting that foundation in place (.) so I can head them up to that structure 
(.) until that structure changes (.) I do have constraints that are in place. 
(Excerpt 180, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

What is really interesting in Jill’s account are her descriptions about how pedagogical 

discourses around Middle Schooling can open up a space for the teacher to enact her 

own agency in spite of the latter constraints. This is a good example of how teachers 

who are savvy can enact their own ideas of good pedagogy in spite of the prevailing 

norms and in spite of the worries of her peers. As Jill put it, “ everybody told me when I 

(.) Ohh my god (.) you're going to have this massive parent battle … [they] said Jill, 

you're game taking on the parents (.) and I said I'm not taking on the parents (.) I'm 

teaching (.) about learning …” (Excerpt 181, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s). Jill talked 

about the changes she made at St Wooten’s since her arrival and how she had taken 

hold of the discourses imbricated within the school’s partnership with an academic 
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institution to justify her practices. There were other participants at St Wooten’s who 

also talked about this school-sponsored partnership with academic institutions and how 

they utilised these discourses in shaping practices. These type of material investments 

and partnerships were also on display at Collins Academy. For instance, Paul explicitly 

demonstrated the ways he was experimenting with avant-garde spaces and pedagogies. 

In class observations with him, it was evident that his teaching space was designed and 

purpose-built to be ‘cutting edge’, and as he indicated it was constructed in 

collaboration with a major technology firm and a local university. Yet, while these 

examples seem, in part, an example of teacher agency within these schools, Paul and 

Jane both have leadership roles in their schools and were directly empowered by this 

authority role. 

 

For the classroom teacher, material investments and school leadership driven 

imperatives were often seen not as pedagogic agency, but as a response to market 

expectations. At St Wooten’s, Jenny reported how the school was pursuing a policy of 

boosting the number of students doing two languages other than English (LOTE) and 

financing extra coaching for some subjects in order to improve their ATAR scores: 

 

[St Wooten’s is] falling (.) in (.) on terms of the ATAR … [but] they're 
bumping it up now by (.) making kids do two languages (.) they're 
bumping it up by getting them to really (.) they're pouring in the money 
and the staffing (.) like the Physics and so on (.) to get them to be lifted (.) 
so a kid that's getting 41 in Physics (.) will now be lifted to a perfect score. 
(Excerpt 182, Jenny’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

In Jenny’s account, St Wooten’s administration appears active on multiple fronts to 

improve their educational stocks against visible benchmarks like the ATAR scores. 

These very public measures of success, appear to produce quite tangible material 

responses from the administrators at St Wooten’s, in terms of staffing and curriculum 

support. However, there are multiple modalities through which these schools meet the 

market. 

 

Playing to the Market 

In the modern era, as would expect, the urge to being on the digital forefront is a key 

aspect of how schools position themselves in the marketplace. For example, Trisha at St 

Wooten’s described the school’s deployment of digital devices as entirely driven by 

parent expectations absent any pedagogic value: 
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Trisha [when they were introducing tablet devices] I was like, hang 
on a sec, like what, what's the, and he used the two, yes and? 
But, but what's the theory behind it? Where's your evidence? 
What, why are we doing this? How does it help the student? 

Interviewer … Why are you [using tablet devices]? 
Trisha … it's just a way of, it's a way of disguising, a way of bluffing 

your way, out of the fact that there's actually no substance 
behind anything we do … [and because] it plays on parents’ 
ignorance. (Excerpt 183, Trisha’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Trisha here is perhaps a bit too cynical. However, her comments do highlight how 

conflated the decisions about teaching and learning at St Wooten’s can be when 

pedagogical decisions must also meet market expectations. Like Trisha, a number of 

participants at all three sites voiced concerns over the use of technology in their schools. 

For example, Elizabeth at Collins also questioned the schools pervasive use of digital 

technology: “where is this idea that you know (.) weekends we try to limit them to two 

hours a day with their games and whatever yet we encourage them to be on this for 6 

hours a day (.) for every class that they're on” (Excerpt 184, Elizabeth’s interview, 

Collins Academy).  

 

Similarly, Paul from Collins opined that “a massive problem for teachers in [the] 

current climate [was] the culture of distraction [due to digital technologies]” (Excerpt 

185, Paul’s interview, Collins Academy). In spite of this, Paul also argued that “you 

[can’t] teach kids to swim by not letting them in the pool” (Excerpt 186, Paul’s 

interview, Collins Academy). This common-sense expression is “persuasive precisely 

because we think of it as a product of Nature” (Hall & O'Shea, 2013, p. 2). It does not 

have to be coherent or critical, but is intuitive and powerful by giving the “illusion of 

arising directly from experience” (Hall & O'Shea, 2013, p. 1).  

 

In contrast to Paul’s position on technology, a number of participants were 

understandably concerned, as Jennifer suggested, “the technology is gonna persist, but 

in some ways … it takes (.) takes away from learning” (Excerpt 187, Jennifer’ interview, 

Collins Academy). Likewise at Miller, Joanna pointed out how use of smartphones by 

students was a major problem:  

 

I'd love to work at a school where they can't have (.) and somebody said 
something to our senior management about how it’s so unclear what the 
rules are on mobile phones in the school but why can't we just say ‘no’? 
(Excerpt 188, Joanna’s interview, Miller College).  
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Joanna raised a good point, yet it not only betrays her lack of authority in this regard. 

She appears constrained by decisions that seem to come from extra-pedagogical 

exigencies, which are cloaked in hierarchies and histories of decision-making that are 

beyond her ambit. Trisha reports a quite similar situation at St Wooten’s: 

 

When they brought the iPads in, I also spoke up about this and I 
questioned it, and I, and I remember sending and email to [the Head of 
School], and I sent him an email stating my concerns about iPads … what's 
the actual (.) educational benefit for a student? … and I really wrote this (.) 
really thought about email (.) and I just got a thanks for your thoughts on 
this Trisha (.) we'll take it into consideration. (Excerpt 189, Trisha’s 
interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Trisha’s comments illustrate how the investments in technology that these schools make 

and their widespread use are at times questioned by teachers. However, what is clear is 

that Trisha doesn’t have much say-so in these implementations. Trisha’s account 

suggests that teachers are not able to say ‘no’ to these technological imperatives. In this 

sense, the classroom teacher has little agency in matters that impinge on their teaching 

and that their complaints appear to fall on deaf ears. Yet there are also collegial 

mechanisms that can discipline teachers to market accountabilities, as Alison suggests: 

 

Alison  Now that we know that Year 6s are [using the online 
communications platform], and Year 8s are doing it, we've 
decided well, we probably should be doing it because if you 
have a parent saying [why aren’t you doing that?]… ok now 
we're the only ones not doing it so we better do it 

Interviewer Yup but then is that judicious? Or is, but you have no choice 
really, in a sense? 

Alison  We have no choice. We did have a choice. Well we were just 
like well, it looks bad doesn't it?  

Interviewer Yes 
Alison  So that's why we should do it. (Excerpt 190, Alison’s interview, 

Collins Academy) 
 

In Alison’s account, she explains how the pressure to conform to practice can occur 

through these formal collegial practices. What is interesting is how collegial relating can 

act as a form of ‘disciplinary normalization’ (Foucault, 2007), where one group forces 

other groups to conform to their practices. These processes appear energised by the fact 

that teachers know the parents are watching. It is the quintessential discipline of the 

‘panopticon’ (Foucault, 1977). This effect functions not simply because it ‘looks bad’ if 
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you don’t conform, but that parents may complain and lead to disciplinary action, either 

formal or informal. Yet Alison’s account also suggests that awareness of the pervasive 

scrutiny of parents has a disciplinary effect that is magnified as it intersects the 

collegial/systemic processes between teachers. As Alison suggested “no one is actually 

telling us we have to [report online] … [and] if we hadn't had had that meeting last term, 

we wouldn't have known” (Excerpt 191, Alison’s interview, Collins Academy).  

 

The key aspect of these disciplinary normalisations is that it pivots on the panopticon of 

parents’ surveillance of practices at the school and their expectations of special attention 

for their children. This market visibility appears to shape practices at the school level, as 

Joanna suggests: 

 

Joanna  I think we have a ‘Strive’ [stream] now as well (.) which 
makes it very confusing… 

Interviewer   So Strive is your top one is it? 
Joanna  Yeah, it never used to be (.) its only cos we were forced to 

have one (.) because Maths have one (.) Maths have a Strive 
class  

Interviewer And that's why you were forced to? 
Joanna Yep 
Interviewer  … Right and where's that decision to do that (.) is that an 

executive decision?  
Joanna Yes 
Interviewer Ok so it must play well to the parents? 
Joanna Yes, that's exactly the reason (.) but maybe I'm cynical. 

(Excerpt 192, Joanna’s interview, Miller College) 
 

Joanna in the excerpt above speaks about how the streaming in English had to match up 

with how things looked in Maths. In her account it is clearly visible that the urge to 

coherence can also drive conformity, yet it is driven parents’ surveillance of teachers’ 

practice. These market mechanisms are driven by education policy (see section A Brief 

History of Elite Private Schooling in Australia, in Chapter Two). These surveillance 

practices are energised and legitimised by the way the state orchestrates the ‘visibility’ 

of the schools to market disciplines. Like the NAPLAN process that shapes parents’ 

views of academic success, the state’s accreditation processes are similarly something 

the schools must respond to.  

 

At Miller, during my visit, the school had just had an accreditation visit. This process 

had informed the school that their programme did not comply with the requirements of 

the Australian Curriculum. The resulting changes to their curriculum highlight the fact 
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that while these schools may refer to themselves as ‘independent’, the fact of the matter 

is that they are regulated by the state through mechanisms of accreditation. The 

compliance with these regulations is critical to unlocking the taxpayer funding that 

these elite private schools receive. However, compliance with the state in this case had a 

significant effect on the Miller College programme. As the one school leader argued 

“the cost of the Australian Curriculum (.) has been in the (.) the choice and the 

opportunity [within our programme] … we've [also] lost some of the … depth” (Excerpt 

193, Robert’s interview, Miller College). The loss of ‘some depth’ looks a lot more 

radical to the teachers in the classrooms who have been affected by these changes, as 

Rick laments:  

 

[The Middle Schooling programme] doesn't look like it was (.) totally a 
waste, we still call it [by it’s name] … [but] you want to know how to 
write a programme for the Australian curriculum? Pick up the teachers' 
companion textbook [picks it up] and there's your programme (.) fun time 
[throws it down on desk]. (Excerpt 194, Rick’s interview, Miller College). 

 

While Rick seemed despondent, other staff had resisted the initial radical curriculum 

changes, which had now led the school into conflict with the state accreditation 

processes.  Significantly for them, things had been brought back in line with more 

traditional curriculum design. As Julia put it: “when the [Australian] curriculum came 

through … thank god! What it’s done is its actually really stopped all these mavericks 

from doing whatever they want ... and has brought them into line” (Excerpt 195, Julia in 

John and Julia’s interview, Miller College). Accounts of teacher in-fighting was also 

found at St Wooten’s: 

 

Trisha It's competitive [between staff]. It's a, it's, it's, it's, it's they (.) 
leadership (.) they [have a] divide and conquer attitude (.) and 
so they, it's like being on bloody Lord of the Flies island 

Interviewer [laughs] 
Trisha You know, you freakin’ kill each other, kill or be killed, that's 

the thing and that's how it works here … and the way we 
encourage that to happen here is to be cut throat, to be, to, to, 
have stab, passive aggressive, you have to be passive 
aggressive towards each other. (Excerpt 196, Trisha’s 
interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Trisha’s account of the breakdown of collegiality at St Wooten’s speaks to how the 

social-affective aspects of relating, the micro-politics of the everyday, intersect 

professional dimensions of participants’ understandings. Similarly, Eddy from St 
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Wooten’s suggested that “there's a lot distrust … people have got their own agendas ... 

you've got to watch what you s[ay] (.) there's a lot of politics” (Excerpt 197, Eddy’s 

interview, St Wooten’s).  Stephen at St Wooten’s also agreed with these observations of 

how the staff were all trying to outdo each other: 

 

 Interviewer It seems to be everyone's trying to outshine (.) you've got a 
team of stars rather than a star team 

Stephen Yup! Absolutely, that's exactly right and it’s very hard to get 
the focus [on pedagogy when you’ve got] those sorts of things 
[happening] (Excerpt 198, Stephen’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

These excerpts from St Wooten’s leave little doubt that collegial relating can be 

challenging. Similarly, Rick at Miller, when a teacher filled in for him unannounced, 

argued that this type of support wasn’t about collegiality but instead about mateship. As 

he put it, it was “there isn't any [collegiality] … that was just a mateship thing, we'd just 

become mates” (Excerpt 199, Rick’s interview, Miller College). While collegial in-

fighting and competition can drive teachers to engage in the self-protective behaviour, 

these socio-affective dimensions of relating and micro-political groupings can have 

positive effects. For example, John at Miller talked about how a group of teachers 

would meet regularly at lunch away from the main staff room because it was “a safer 

place to be (.) so you look after yourself that way” (Excerpt 200, John and Julia’s 

interview, Miller College). As Lynn put it “your faculty gets probably gets a bit sick of 

you asking stupid questions … you find [support] in really funny places …  it’s funny 

the places in which you find your people I guess” (Excerpt 201, Lynn’s interview, 

Miller College). This is perhaps a throwaway line, but the phrase ‘your people’ suggests 

more than professional collegiality and support, extending to the dimension of personal 

relating. 

 

In this section, parent pressure, whether it is through excessive communication practices 

or the ever-present threat of complaint, are seen to constrain teacher agency. Yet there 

are also moments where teachers can benefit from communicating frequently and 

promptly. The state is also implicated as it acts directly on curriculum matters, or 

shaping curriculum and affecting practices through testing and how it sponsors the 

surveillance of schooling. The effects of these interventions and myriad of relatings do 

outline the asymmetric relationships of power that participants are caught up in and that 

articulate from the ‘power geometries’ (Massey, 1993) beyond their borders. Parent 

pressure, obligations to state mandates around curriculum and testing, and the authority 
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of the administrators, which often sit in contrast to participants’ own personal 

educational philosophies, constrain these teachers’ agency. This relation to their 

administrators, is a crucial aspect of how teachers appear to understand their status and 

authority. 

 

The Feudal Relation 

In this next section, I turn to the site-based relationships between participants and their 

elite institutions more directly. In particular, the relation with their Heads, because these 

are critical relationships, which both enable and constrain their professional lives. 

 

The Authority of the Head 

Jennifer’s account below reflects the general feeling of Collins Academy participants’ at 

their Middle School, who without exception had glowing reports of their Head of 

School’s practices: 

 

[S]ometimes you do ask (.) Administration to kind of come in and help out 
[with parent issues] and they're always really good, fantastic. Always like 
(.) very happy to step in and (.) support yeah ... [its] knowing that you're 
always supported and having the confidence then (.) to (.) react to 
something without second guessing [yourself] … and coming from (.) 
another environment [laughs] where you didn't have that support, where 
you would be second guessing all the time and thinking you know, if I do 
this, I'm going to get fire from here and here [laughs] at both ends. 
(Excerpt 202, Jennifer’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

Like Jennifer above, Greg reported that the Head of School was “very trusting in what 

[teachers] do” (Excerpt 203, Greg’s interview, Collins Academy). At Miller College, 

participants also had positive reports about their Headmaster. At St Wooten’s it was 

much more of a mixed bag. Matthew for instance, suggested that “[teachers] are 

supported by Admin … so [the Head of School] says you know … I’ve got your back as 

long as you've gone through the process and everything lines up, we'll you know we'll 

back you in” (Excerpt 204, Matthew’s interview, St Wooten’s). At first glance, 

Matthew’s account looks positive, yet on closer inspection, one can’t help wonder what 

happens when things don’t ‘line up’.  

 

During field observations at St Wooten’s, it was noted that one of the teachers was 

experiencing conflict with her Head over a parental complaint. Trisha at St Wooten’s, 
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made a point to pull me aside one day, to tell me how the school leadership had pursued 

a complaint from parents to the point of reprimanding her in writing. I recorded this in 

my field notes: “Trisha tells me she wanted me to know about the situation and what 

kind of things go on here and how the leadership do not support teachers when there is a 

parental complaint” (Excerpt 205, field notes/observations, St Wooten’s). These reports 

from St Wooten, suggest that teachers’ authority and job security backs onto their clean 

record; or as Brad puts it “a track record of haven't done anything damn wrong” 

(Excerpt 206, Brad’s Interview, St Wooten’s). This suggests that the backing of 

management can also be withdrawn. In this sense, participants’ understanding of their 

own professional role seems to be one where their authority is only made possible by 

the support of their institutional leaders. 

 

This conception of the authority of school leaders and the relative vulnerability of 

teachers are visible in perspectives of how teachers understand the role of school leaders 

and followership. This is a point made by Paul, a teacher with an executive role, in the 

next excerpt: 

 

Interviewer  How come [schedule restrictions are] not applying to you? 
Paul [exhales] probably because I'm the [Head of Teaching and 

Learning] [laughs] 
Interviewer Ok [laughs] 
Paul Ah hem I think, I think a lot of that comes with the teachers' … 

being empowered by the leader that's controlling the group of 
teachers, that, unless somebody says to someone, it's ok not to 
all not to finish at the same time, human nature will get them 
all to agree to finish at the same time just because that's what 
we're used to doing. (Excerpt 207, Paul’s Interview, Collins 
Academy) 

 

Clearly for Paul, being ‘empowered’ requires the auspice of institutional power. His 

comments give rise to questioning what this means for Paul’s professional 

understandings of a teacher’s role and their legitimacy if they act hold power to account. 

If it is true that school leaders like Paul only conceive of teacher authority as enabled 

from above, then one would expect to see this logic triangulate with other participants’ 

accounts of their relation with their schools and their Heads. At St Wooten’s, even Jill, 

who has nothing but positive things to say about her school, still appears vulnerable to 

their displeasure: 
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I have to protect myself because I'm employed by St Wooten’s and I don't 
want to do the wrong thing by them … [but] I would do that at state school 
(.) any school I've worked at (.) absolutely (.) it's (.) it's like in any business. 
(Excerpt 208, Jill’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Jill’s account brings into view her understandings of the ‘marketised conditions’ 

(Windle, 2009) of schooling and her accountabilities within that to her elite private 

school administrators. Schooling reduced to a business logic augurs in a certain 

subordinate subject position for its employees and a directly speaks to agency. This 

asymmetric relation also triangulates with discourses at Miller College. For example, 

Alex suggested that teacher relations with their schools was “ to like Solomon isn't it? 

(.) [the Headmaster’s] got all the power” (Excerpt 209, Alex’s interview, Miller 

College). Yet at St Wooten’s at least, as a consequence of Trisha’s run in with the 

school administrators (see Excerpt 205 above), some teachers were reported to have 

rallied together and joined the union for protection. As Jenny reported: “[union 

membership has] grown 300% or so this year [driven by] the fact that people have been 

… they've been reprimanded ... and (.) this is their (.) partly the way to protect 

themselves” (Excerpt 210, Jenny’s Interview, St Wooten’s). This excerpt suggests that 

teachers do engage in collective agency when they recognise a precarious mutual 

situation. 

 

At both of the other sites in the study, union activity was not reported as something 

participants engage with actively. For example at Collins, Greg suggested: I've heard 

about [the Independent School Teacher's Union] but I haven't got involved with them (.) 

I haven't felt the need to” (Excerpt 211, Greg’s interview, Collins Academy). On the 

one hand, this account tallies with how teachers don’t appear to join unions until a 

problem arises. As Alex at Miller suggested: “[The] union is very weak (.) the union is 

poor (.) the union does (.) can't (.) it won't do much … it’s (.) it gets more to do with 

unfair dismissal and things like that isn't it?” (Excerpt 212, Alex’s interview, Miller 

College). Likewise, in spite of the union activity at St Wooten’s, Trisha did remark that 

while a union can help negotiate individual contracts, there was no collective enterprise 

bargaining arrangements in place to protect the school’s teachers. 

 

These excerpts from participant interviews and my own analysis suggest that labour 

arrangements do not seem to have come a long way from Cookson et al.’s (1985, p. 86) 

findings some thirty years ago, where “at most [elite] schools, [the teachers’] 
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relationship with the head borders on the feudal, and they have little recourse they fail 

to receive promotions or are dismissed, even without a stated cause” (p. 86). Some 30 

years later, the status of the teacher appears no better in relation to their Heads and their 

schools. As Jill admits quite candidly: “I love working here and I respect the institution 

that it is (.) so I don't ever want to find myself in a situation where I'm in front of the 

head (.) the boss sort of saying what's going on here?” (Excerpt 213). 

 

As was detailed previously, Jill’s professed love of her school is a common remark of 

female teachers (see Socio-Affective Technologies of Self sub-section, in The Golden 

Handcuffs section, previous chapter). Moreover, considering also how several of the 

teachers in the study were simply grateful for the opportunity to work in an elite private 

school, it stands to reason that it is not until there is a moment of conflict, like with 

Trisha’s experience (see Excerpt 205 above), that vulnerabilities of their conditions of 

employment come into stark relief. For example, at Miller College, one of my 

participants reported a gruelling episode in which she had been sexually harassed by 

students and yet did not appear to have any protocol for seeking a redress of her 

situation (for a fuller account of sexual harassment in these participating schools see 

The Privileged Position section, in Chapter Seven). Instead, because she was upset with 

the outcome of disciplinary action against the boy in question, it was left to her 

colleagues to speak to the Headmaster for her: 

 

Joanna [my department] got together as a group, and went and 
discussed with the Headmaster about (.) on my behalf … you 
know, that's his decision and that's fine (.) [but] they weren't 
necessarily sure that he'd actually seen how bad it was from 
my point of view  

Interviewer  Yes so what was the outcome? 
Joanna   … oh it just stayed [the same] (.) but for me it was the (.) 

everyone was willing to do that. (Excerpt 214, Joanna’s 
interview, Miller College) 

 

These processes of negotiation with the Headmaster suggest that teachers are powerless 

to do anything but plead their case. Moreover, for Joanna at least, the Headmaster’s 

complete authority is entirely legitimate, as she says, ‘it’s his decision and that’s fine, 

which then only leaves her with the solace of commiseration. These take-it-or-leave-it 

interactions also appear in Joanna’s more everyday work-related issues, like when she 

discussed the overload of work her department was under. Joanna suggested that all her 
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department could do was to plead their case with the Headmaster for which they only 

received expressions of sympathy sans action to remediate the situation. 

 
Toeing the Line 

Being overworked was raised as a matter for discussion across the corpus of data. It was 

not an unusual occurrence as John argued:  

 

You either accept that you don' have enough to actually teach all we have 
to teach ... and you just tell the kids to just work harder at home (.) or you 
do what (.) I know what at least one staff member does is run extra 
sessions on Sunday. (Excerpt 215, John and Julia’s interview, Miller 
College) 

 

This account triangulates with the demanding work pressures expressed by participants 

at all three sites report. For example, how teachers work around the challenges that the 

school brings, at times even taking personal pride in overcoming these challenges and 

meeting expectations was described (see Golden Handcuffs, previous chapter). At times 

the pliability of teachers is made explicit: “I’m just too gutless to sort of make a stand 

… if everyone else is doing it I'll toe the line” (Excerpt 216, Alison’s interview, Collins 

Academy). Alison at Collins is a younger teacher who suggests her lack of family 

commitments means that she is ‘lucky’ that she ‘can’ work longer hours and into her 

personal time. This account coheres with Jenny’s view at St Wooten’s of the conformist 

attitudes staff: “I also have another life (.) which is not the school (.) but for many (.) 

but then there's staff here that believe that that's great (.) that's fine” (Excerpt 217, 

Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s). Jenny also claimed that her school administration was 

strategically motivated in this respect: “they're turning over staff … they don't want 

anyone from the old guard (.) or they want people who will conform” (Excerpt 218, 

Jenny’s Interview, St Wooten’s). At the very least, this account suggests that 

administrators are active in finding teachers that are content to submit to these work 

related pressures; for example, David, who was a recent hire at Collins, produced 

precisely this type of account when he suggested that “any work down within the ball 

park of well, or anything good, would be a busy Middle school … you've got to be 

ready for it” (from Excerpt 86). 

 

What appears as strategically managed staff turnover was also reported at Miller, albeit 

in a much more positive way. As Leanne suggested: “we've gotten rid of a few of those, 

that older generation and I definitely think that having more females in the school and 
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getting rid of those [older teachers] has made it better [in terms of sexist attitudes]” 

(Excerpt 219, Leanne’s interview, Miller College). While Leanne is talking in terms of 

the amelioration of sexism (see Everyday Sexism section, in Chapter Seven), she also 

highlights that the school has been active in making female hires to replace the ‘older 

generation’ of teachers. One suspects these older teachers were males, as John and Julia 

suggest: “[the] gender balance has started changing and the old guard is retiring and 

they're starting to bring in more (.) more women into the workforce … we've had a 

parent say that would never have happened (.) a parent who was an old boy (.) that 

would never have happened when I was at this school” (Excerpt 220, John and Julia’s 

interview, Miller College). Yet even as they admit this change, these teachers still 

appear in denial that the school is proactive in any way: 

 

Julia Over the last 5 years there has been a tremendous import of 
female teachers (.) influx (.) yes influx of female teachers … 

John  [but] ultimately they would employ the best person for the job 
(.) whether they be male or female 

Julia  oh yeah that's true (.) cos I've been in interviews where we've 
actually just looked at the best person (.) for the job (.) that's 
important (.) yup. (Excerpt 221, John and Julia’s interview, 
Miller College) 

    

John and Julia suggest that there is no strategic intent in the ‘tremendous import of 

female teachers’ they were witnessing around them. It begs belief that there is not a 

strategic intent in hiring process that privilege female hires. If this is the case, as I am 

suggesting, then certainly these participants are not privy to this knowledge and want to 

believe that hiring practices are free and fair in the face of a partisan reality. 

 

Smoke and Mirrors 

In many participant accounts, teachers do not seem to know what is going on with the 

decision-making at the school; this speaks to a distinctive opacity in how administrators 

run their schools. For example, as Eddy reported: 

 

I'm an adult, I'm a professional (.) I'm working with you (yeah) what's with 
the lack of transparency? (.) So I therefore don't feel speaking to the Head 
on any particular level to be honest (.) maybe there's a fear or something I 
don't know (.) but yeah it really affects every part of  (.) you know (.) I 
think when I get in there at 8 am and leave at like 4 or 5 (.) it kinda affects 
every part of my day I think (.) you know? I don't feel comfortable. 
(Excerpt 222, Eddy’s interview, St Wooten’s) 
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Eddy, here, is complaining about how the processes of selection for an appointment 

within the Middle School of St Wooten’s, which to him seemed completely opaque. 

Several participants at St Wooten’s voiced these types of concerns. For instance, Trisha 

reported being “suspicious of [staffing changes in curriculum areas] and paranoid … 

[that administration was] keeping spies in the different departments …” (Excerpt 223, 

Trisha’s interview, St Wooten’s). These accounts cohere with Jenny’s assertion that the 

increase union membership was a reflection of the staff’s recognition that “processes 

are not good and that (.) they need to be improved” (Excerpt 224, Jenny’s interview, St 

Wooten’s). While Trisha and Jenny may have an ‘axe to grind’, even at Collins 

Academy where relations with the Head of School were positive to a fault, participant 

accounts there suggested that the Heads in these schools are able to act unilaterally and 

with little transparency: 

 

Everyone sort of (.) in quite a broad way idolises [the Head of School] (.) 
he's a very good people person (.) he's a very good leader (.) he doesn't get 
too involved socially (.) he [inaudible] he sort of does distance himself … 
[with disciplinary issues with the boys] he won't I guess make [an] 
announcement (.) ‘this is what I'm going to do’ (.) he just does it (.) he 
doesn't tell any[one] … and I think that's (.) it's something I admire (.) 
about [him]. (Excerpt 225, Sally’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

What is interesting in Sally’s account is how she values ‘leadership’ that looks heroic, 

paternal and opaque. These asymmetric relations of power also involve the 

manipulation of knowledge domains of teachers, that is, the opacity of management 

deliberations is a mobilisation of power through the limiting of teacher knowledge to 

the domain of pedagogical alone. As Paul, a member of the school leadership at Collins 

suggested, “I only know [about the politics of curriculum design] because of the other 

job [my other role as a school leader, but] … most teachers don't lie awake worrying 

about, they, they would focus on how am I going to teach all of this content” (Excerpt 

226, Sally’s interview, Collins Academy). This perspective comes across quite 

patronising when it stands in contrast to the deliberations of teachers in the study who 

did consider multiple dimensions of their practice in terms of exigencies that bear down 

on them (see for example, The Boundaries of Ethics sub-section, in The Nuances of 

Hypocrisy section, in Chapter Five). 

 

It could be argued that the practice of curtaining-off the political, is motivated by a 

desire to simplify teachers’ work and to utilise teachers’ time efficiently on pedagogical 
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domains for which they are paid. However, this also potentially neuters more political 

considerations as both school leaders and teachers accept hierarchical chains of 

command. These discourses and practices that produce opacity also normalise the 

asymmetries of power within elite private schools in hierarchies of knowledge and 

secrecy, which one would have thought is anathema to a democratic conception of 

education.  

 

The professional understandings in this section highlights the fact that teachers feel that 

they are legitimately subject to the absolute rule of their Heads of School and for the 

most part can do little about the opacity of procedures and policies at their schools. 

While the participant accounts at Miller and St Wooten’s do suggest that teachers can 

recognise their mutual situation when they sense injustice and their own vulnerability, 

the acceptance of the hierarchies of authority and privileges around knowledge, produce 

a situation of passive acceptance of their subordination. As was illustrated, this was due 

in part to heteronormative and paternalistic modes of relating between teachers and their 

Heads. 

 

Considering the parlous state of unions within these schools as teachers report, it is 

arguable that teachers’ capacity for agency is hemmed in without any mediative third-

party authority. However, this assertion suggests that all teachers are more or less 

affected equally, which is not the case. As I will explore in the next chapter more 

directly, female teachers, and young female teachers in particular, are a particularly 

vulnerable cohort within these elite private schools due in part to the heterosexist logics 

that appear to inflect their everyday relating. It is necessary to be cautious since there is 

a need to not misunderstand this finding in terms of binary oppositions nor as an 

ontological given. As will be shown, it will be viewed as a social construction where 

certain subject positions are advantaged and others pay the price. I turn to these inter-

subjective relations in detail in the next chapter. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter began exploring the communication practices of the teachers in the study. 

In The ‘Servant’ Provider section, how participants’ practices are impacted by the 

practices of parents and their authority and status relative to the teacher professional 

was explored. In Market Pedagogies the ways market mechanisms constrain and 
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deform pedagogical practices and modes of collegial relating within elite private 

schools was presented; these were set against energising practices that appease the 

expectations of parents and administrators. I also examined the role of the state in 

establishing and maintaining this market-driven model. 

 

In the final section, The Feudal Relation, the status of the teacher and their social 

understandings of their role in these schools were detailed. This was described as one of 

deferring to authority as the natural order of relating, constrain their ability to speak 

back to power. Teacher agency appeared as contingent on relations of power as it was 

revealed that teachers appear more as agents-for-others and their institutions. In the next 

chapter, I turn to dealing with issues of gender as an inflection of these relations of 

power. I look at how gender effects are produced, how these effects work both for and 

against the agency of teachers, producing uneven effects that are nevertheless organised 

by the normative effects on gendered ways of being, knowing and relating. 
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Chapter Seven - Pedagogies of Subjugation 

 
 

In this final chapter of three findings chapters, I look more closely at the gendered 

inflections in teacher enunciations, their pedagogical practices and modes of relating. In 

the first section, Sport, Alt-Sport, and Feminine Otherness, I examine teachers’ 

understandings of sport in their schools and its role in the construction of elite 

masculinity. While sport has been historically understood to underpin the production of 

a muscular and heroic masculinity, what is visible in teacher accounts is how it has 

evolved to accommodate new dimensions of practice, what I call Alt-Sport. What I 

foreground by the use of the term, is how a diversity of conceptions of male subjectivity, 

seemingly inaugurated by the heterogeneous pantheon of co-curricular, stays stubbornly 

resistant to change from its historical archetype. The implication is that this modern day 

diversity still constructs a binary opposition between a heroic masculinity and a 

subordinate feminine otherness. In Everyday Sexism, I explore taken-for-granted ways 

of relating that I witnessed in teacher practice that triangulate with their accounts. In 

particular, I examine how gender is inflected in the ways teachers make sense of their 

role and their inter-subjective and gendered relatings within their elite private schools. 

The effects of this binary-like intersubjectivity is explored in the final section, The 

Privileged Position, which includes the reports from all three sites of sexual harassment 

of young female teachers by elite schoolboys.  

 

Sport , Alt-Sport, and Feminine Otherness 

In this first section, I detail how teachers participate in the construction of student 

identity and belonging through sport and how they understand their role in these 

processes.  

 

The Elite Schools and their Sporting Associations 

The focus on sport at Miller College is on display to any casual visitor, as I matter-of-

factly recorded in my field notes: “First impressions, immaculate lawns, expansive 

football fields. Teachers on the ovals” (Excerpt 227, field notes/observations, Miller 
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College). The elite school’s exclusive sporting practices are perhaps not surprising and 

likewise these investments and attention to sport do not produce any particular 

controversy from the staff. As Rick straightforwardly put it, “we got pressure on [boys] 

to achieve fitness benchmarks … we’re trying to win trophies” (Excerpt 228, Rick’s 

interview, Miller College). This present-day perspective parallels historical 

understandings of the value of organised sport to the headmasters of  elite private 

schools (Darling, 1978). In teachers’ accounts in this contemporary study, elite private 

schoolboy sport continues to hold a central and esteemed position, if at least as a 

pragmatic component of maintaining a competitive edge in the ‘educational 

marketplace’: 

 

Sport's untouchable … see what happens here is (.) sport is seen as a bit of 
a selling point for the school (.) we need to start succeeding in order to 
keep (.) enrolments going. (Excerpt 229, John speaking in John and Julia’s 
interview, Miller College) 

 

In the excerpt above, John suggests that market forces are a powerful factor that drives a 

commitment to sport in Miller College. This desire for sport is visible in teachers’ 

accounts at all three sites. As Matthew, a teacher and sporting coordinator at St 

Wooten’s, reported: “[I get] more correspondence regarding Sport than any curriculum 

[matter] … everything from very short enquiries to pages and pages of emails … you 

would have no idea” (Excerpt 230, Matthew’s Interview, St Wooten’s). It is perhaps 

unsurprising that these practices give the impression to teachers that for elite parents, 

sport is of central importance: 

 

 I think [sport is] one of the, I think people talk about it but (.) I'm not sure 
if it's ever one of those things that will, that will change …  it's one of 
those things though (.) the school will always do sport … they're part of 
the [elite schools’ sporting associations, ESSA], part of our identity, who 
we are, and it's part of our policy that all boys participate. (Excerpt 231, 
Greg’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

The three elite private schools in this study are all founding members of their elite 

schools’ sporting association (ESSA). These associations have historically provided a 

prestige and exclusivity that have helped define their eliteness. The centrality of elite 

sport to the eliteness of private school identity is also an identifying feature of their elite 

social status. Membership of an elite and exclusive sporting programme is a practice 

that these schools can proudly proclaim membership of unlike the elitism that they more 
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broadly would prefer to avoid. If class consciousness is understood as an everyday 

social enactment (Ostrander, 1980), then one could argue that this is in fact a de facto 

class-consciousness enacted through sporting practices. 

 

In the recollection of a former master at St Wooten’s, the author argued that “Winning 

was so important to the financial success of Public Schools in [the state] during the 

nineteenth century that the significance of games was exaggerated and furious rivalries 

developed which the boys of the present day have inherited” (Excerpt 232, St Wooten’s 

school master writing his recollections of school in a St Wooten’s Journal). While its 

market value is obvious, sport’s role in undergirding the construction of elite 

subjectivity and group identity since the historic British Publics schools of England has 

been well rehearsed in the literature and recollections of former alumni (Honey, 1977; 

Mangan, 1998, 1996; Winn, 1960). As a former Headmaster of an elite private school in 

Australia candidly admitted in his memoirs, the elite private schools “were knit together 

in a tight union formed for the sole purpose of conducting a series of annual 

Premierships [by which means] these schools kept themselves exclusive and nurtured a 

privileged position in the educational world” (Darling, 1978, p. 114).  

 

These historical antecedents are still visible today in the marketing materials of the 

participant-schools. For example, a recent St Wooten’s a newsletter touted their “rich 

history of success” in sports (Excerpt 233, field artefact, marketing materials, St 

Wooten’s), while the Miller College website promoted the “elite” sporting association 

that prospective students would be a part of, where their school’s participation “date[s] 

back more than a century” (Excerpt 234, field artefact, marketing materials, Miller 

College). Yet it is not only this historic imperative that affirms sport’s pre-eminence, 

but also the everyday ways in which sport continues to be affirmed. 

 

Sport as a Pedagogy of Relating 

It is not only that sport is explicitly what dialogue is about, but that sport becomes a 

grammar through which teachers and boys relate and make sense of their world. As 

Matthew at St Wooten’s argued, “if you get a boy that really seems to respect and 

respond to his coach and then they have them as a teacher (.) it can be very beneficial” 

(Excerpt 235, Matthew’s interview, St Wooten’s).The understanding that sport acts as a 

pedagogy of relating is widely cited by participants at all three sites, as one teacher put 

it, “if students respond well to relationship with their teacher [then] that's one of the real 
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drivers [of academic success]” (Excerpt 236, Robert’s interview, St Wooten’s).  

Likewise, Rick from Miller also argued, “if you haven't built a relationship with a kid, 

[the student is] not going to do anything for you (.) so, it's irrelevant what (.) what bit of 

programme you put in front of him” (Excerpt 237, Rick’s interview, Miller College).  

 
Sport as a pedagogy of relating is found in participant accounts at all three sites and is 

paralleled by respective institutional discourses. For example, in one of St Wooten’s 

handbooks for parents, it is communicated that teachers’ participation in sport, and 

coaching students “where possible ... [would promote] respect and understanding 

between staff and students” (Excerpt 238, field artefact from St Wooten’s parents’ 

handbook). This perspective at St Wooten’s is hardly surprising if we look at older 

school publications, where in the 1970s, sport was touted as “a wonderful bonus of 

opportunities for boys and masters to meet outside the classroom in an absorbing 

activity, during which they discover new facts about each other and strike up 

friendships that are transferred into other aspects of school life” (Excerpt 239, field 

artefact, former master and his recollections of school life, St Wooten’s Journal).  

 

While sport in the elite private school on the one hand looks like a non-negotiable 

aspect of teachers’ lives, its dominance is not without its critics. As Stephen from St 

Wooten’s put it: “Is there too much sport? Of course there is … however, maybe it isn’t 

that there is too much sport but how sport impacts on the rest of the academic 

programme” (Excerpt 240, Stephen’s comments at House Sport trials, in field notes/ 

observations, St Wooten’s). These discomfitures are visible in teachers accounts at all 

three sites and range from time taken from the academic programme, to parent over-

emphasis on sport, to the exhaustion and time demands of sport. There are also clearly 

examples where teachers (and administrators) mediate the sporting demand from 

parents, where they invoke educational motifs as a buttress against excess: 

 

Interviewer Parents want more [sport]? 
Matthew Oh yeah, absolutely (.) because Senior school are doing it … 

but then that's the whole Middle School model is that (.) at 
Middle School you're trying to encourage boys to do a whole 
range of things (.) choir, string orchestra, debating, chess, all 
this sort of stuff. So (.) having an extra training session on 
Tuesday morning means that little Johnny can't go to choir, so 
he has to choose … so we're not a sporting academy. (Excerpt 
242, Matthew’s interview, St Wooten’s) 
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Middle Schooling philosophies like Mathew describes above, which embrace holistic 

paradigms, were found at all three sites in the study. For example at Collins Academy, 

the middle years of schooling were touted as ‘an exciting and challenging period of 

physical, intellectual and social transition’ (Excerpt 243, Collins Academy Marketing 

Materials). At St Wooten’s, the Middle School administration purported their 

commitment ‘to creating a holistic learning community’ (Excerpt 244, St Wooten’s 

parents’ handbook, emphasis added). Similarly, at Miller College, the school explained 

its purpose as an education that aims to provide “a balanced set of skills” to produce 

“outstanding citizens” (Excerpt 245, field artefact, marketing materials, Miller College). 

Still, what is crucial to note that these holistic paradigms, which seem to eschew the 

competitive and heroic logics of sport, still do not eclipse the archetypal sporting 

discourses, which appear privileged. 

 

Beyond the materiality and more obvious spatialities of sporting practice, the pre-

eminence of sport is clearly communicated at an institutional level. For instance, sport is 

elevated in status amongst all other pedagogical activities at public events like 

assemblies, where assembly items are “largely about sports and presenting of trophies 

and [how] guest speakers revolve around it” (Excerpt 246, John and Julia’s interview, 

Miller College). These discourses that valorise sport can be seen at all three sites at the 

study. For example, the sporting articles on the Collins Academy website come replete 

with picture galleries, results tables, points scored for teams, individual results, and 

even poetry written by students to commemorate their sporting successes, while 

academic events receive merely a brief paragraph of attention (Excerpt 247, field 

artefact/marketing materials, Collins Academy). Similarly, in a St Wooten’s publication, 

what looks like a carefully scripted photograph of muscular footballers running out for a 

football match takes the cover page of a news booklet. Inside the document the 

cosmopolitanism of the Senior School’s more diverse programme is on display as 

literally a secondary gesture (Excerpt 248, field artefact, marketing materials, St 

Wooten’s). Yet, some teachers who are confronted by the dominance of sport on the 

everyday practice still find ways to think of it as a helpful thing: 

 

David I've never had a programme as integrated as the [ESSA] … 
Interviewer So you think that's a helpful thing? 
David I do think that's a helpful thing, I know it dominates a bit of 

time [laughs] … some of the boys who come in, they go I've 
never played tennis before … they've got three or four mates 
who they've made through tennis because they were both 
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rubbish, you know, they're all rubbish, they're all put in Es 
together and it went from being I'm in Es, I hate tennis, to wait 
a sec, this guy doesn't mind it too much, we're having a laugh, 
we're all pretty rubbish, we're getting a bit better and it's a 
social thing as much as it's a sport thing. (Excerpt 249, David’s 
interview, Collins Academy) 

 

As David from Collins suggests, sport can be a way for boys to find their place within 

the schoolboy social hierarchy. Moreover, in David’s account of compulsory sport, 

there seems only positive social consequences for the boys who enact versions of elite 

subjectivity that are ‘less’ heroic, or less competent in a sport. David’s account of boys 

who are ‘all rubbish’ at competitive sport suggests that there is a place for every boy 

and a variety of subject positions available within an array of co-curricular opportunities. 

It does not seem to matter that the boys are allocated somewhere down the sporting 

totem pole in the ‘E’ team because they’re just ‘having a laugh’. On the face of it, 

David’s account would suggest that sport does not seem to matter as it once did (for the 

historic imperatives of sport in Chapter Two - Literature Review).   

 

Alt-Sport and Cosmopolitan Identity 

This disposition of not taking things seriously; for example, having a laugh, being ironic, 

being with your ‘mates’, is still ‘recognisably manly’ and typical of the ‘laddishness’ 

exemplified in men’s lifestyle magazines (Jackson, Brooks, & Stevenson, 1999). It acts 

as a discursive repertoire where “the refusal of seriousness also works as a refusal of 

various modes of femininity.”(Hollows, 2003, p. 234). In this sense, the hierarchies of 

sport can even accommodate boys who are arguably less recognisably manly in terms of 

archetypal ruggedness of the stereotypical footballing hero, but who are nevertheless 

able to enact modalities of masculinity that still do not collapse into the feminine 

domain as some teachers might suggest: 

 

[Unlike before when] your cooking your sewing (.) they're not for men (.) 
a masculine thing (.) and I think it's also the culture of the school (.) they're 
really now it's not just all about sports (.) it's not about that rugged 
masculinity … there's not that negative connotation that comes with (.) the 
less masculine things …  it's just try something different (.) go out of your 
comfort zone … you know (.) it's sort of teaching them … to get a little bit 
more worldly. (Excerpt 250, Sally’s interview, Collins Academy) 

 

Sally’s account appears to suggest that in her perspective at least, schools like Collins 

Academy are divesting from relying solely on sporting practices and rugged 
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masculinities. This report affirms a perspective in the literature that the archetypal social 

imaginary of the elite private school is evolving into that of a more cosmopolitan one 

(Caletrío, 2012; Goh, 2015; Koh & Kenway, 2012; Rizvi, 2014; Waters, 2007; Ye & 

Nylander, 2014). These worldly elite identities that Sally describes, on the surface at 

least, do not map directly onto hegemonic referents, nor their British roots, but are an 

emergent international subjectivity that increasingly contemplates the “global field of 

competition and achievement (Goh, 2015, p. 152). However, when Sally reports that 

drama, cooking, sewing and such have now become increasingly taken up by boys, it 

does not appear that these neo sex-roles stem from the familiar patriarchal family 

position traditionally allocated to females, that is, a from a subject position that is 

recognisably womanly or even cosmopolitan.  

 

In Sally’s discourse (in Excerpt 250) she is even careful to avoid the use of the word 

‘feminine’ altogether, instead deploying the phrase ‘less masculine’ However, even if 

one were to conceive of cooking for example, as being ‘less masculine’, quite the 

opposite is true for men articulating in the ‘mediascapes ‘(Appadurai, 2006) of cooking 

shows like ‘Cutthroat Kitchen’, ‘The Iron Chef’, ‘Restaurant Impossible’, ‘Gordon’s 

Great Escape’, and ‘F*ck that’s Delicious’. In the modern era of reality TV, cooking by 

males in particular, has come to be associated with anything but the traditional 

mothering role of providing for the family. Instead “cooking is constructed as 

‘recognizably [sic] manly’ through association with ‘recognizable [sic] masculinities’” 

(Hollows, 2003, p. 229) or as the author more provocatively puts it “cooking that can be 

performed when drunk” (Hollows, 2003, p. 233). This co-option and re-purposing of 

traditional female roles, also undermines the status of females and the traditional remit 

their domestic roles (Robinson, 2000).  

 

Sally also appears to re-circulate school level discourses which triangulate with those 

found at St Wooten’s and Miller College, that are more consistent with entrepreneurial, 

pioneering, frontier-like motifs seen in the literature on elite private schools (Goh, 2015; 

Gottschall et al. 2010; Yeo, 2016). For example, this includes getting out of one’s 

‘comfort zone’ (Excerpt 251, Parent Information Booklet, Miller College), or asking 

boys to ‘push their personal boundaries’ (Excerpt 252, Parent Information Booklet, St 

Wooten’s) and develop ‘strength of character’ (Excerpt 253, Parent Information Booklet, 

Collins Academy). It is no small irony that Sally (in excerpt 250 above) suggests that 

the school’s pedagogic goal is getting boys out of their comfort zone, when comfort, 
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understood from a perspective of maternal comfort offered to the young, or to the 

family, would be arguably the traditional imperative of cooking and sewing classes in 

the first place. Thus cooking discursively framed as ‘challenge’, like the Middle School 

discourses of alt-sport and holism, appears more as an emancipation from the breast, 

thus having little to do with the ‘less masculine’ things as these discourses would 

suggest. 

 

In this way, the rugged masculinity Sally speaks of (in Excerpt 250 above), is not 

moving aside for the exhortations of school discourse to embrace the cosmopolitan. 

Instead, what appears as an eclectic cosmopolitanism is in fact colonising aspects of 

traditionally female roles, which would seem outside its ambit. It would appear then that 

the archetypal imaginaries of the heroic sporting schoolboy, long valorised in the 

reminiscences of Old Boys, can still be found within what looks like on the surface as a 

self-professed cosmopolitanism. There certainly are male teachers who continue to 

valorise sport in these traditional ways: 

 

It's pouring down rain, it's bloody five degrees, everyone's wet and cold 
and you're there with them, covered in mud, wet, water, physical, belt, 
blokes bashing each other. Good relationships formed on that sports field. 
(Excerpt 254, Rick’s interview, Miller College) 

 

It would seem, in Rick’s view at least, that it is through a test of strength and endurance 

against the inhospitable elements, through close physical contact with each other, that 

all the crucial ingredients of a heroic and tough masculinity are still produced today. 

Rick’s discourse is archetypal in that he displays the self-same love of sport depicted in 

the Tom Brown’s school days (Hughes, 2006). Rick’s account of this intense 

homosociality, or male bonding, also hails eros from the fringes into the centre of the 

carnage of ‘belting’ and ‘bashing’. Eros is understood here as a libidinal flow, that is, a 

discursive effect of practices, rituals, things spoken, things done, relatings and 

imaginings, which grounds the dimensions of sex and power within the social, where 

“violence and sexuality are confused in bodies and their practices” (Faber, 2004, p. 321). 

Yet, Rick’s descriptions of the ‘wet’, the ‘water’, not only imagine a heroic and rugged 

masculinity, but also implicates the female other who is there, but not there. She is a 

generalised feminine otherness, disembodied and formless, that acts as a just-over-the-

horizon presence, against the movements and violence of blokes. 
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This is a heterosexist reading of the gender binary enacted through all-male sporting 

discourse and practice, also appears in how Trisha from St Wooten’s conceived parents’ 

attitudes. As Trisha suggested: 

 

I think that women you know, you see that, you know, [the father’s 
discourse is typically] come on, she'll be right, get up you're fine you know 
(.) you've just cracked your skull but get up and keep going. And the girl's 
like oh you poor thing and, and so [sexism] starts there. (Excerpt 255, 
Trisha’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Trisha’s account suggests that parents engage with sport in gendered ways, where the 

female parent has an auxiliary role as that of maternal nurturer or more pejoratively 

maternal hindrance while fathers engage in ‘toughening up’ (Donaldson & Poynting, 

2007; Poynting & Donaldson, 2005). These hyper-masculine discourses are a vital part 

of how their boys “take on the social identity of ‘being a man’” (Wetherell & Edley, 

1999, p. 335). Yet this parental disposition that Trisha describes is too reductionist as 

she herself admitted. It stands to reason that there will be stakeholders and imperatives 

within the elite private school that speak back to the sporting imperative. However, 

Trisha’s description of parents (in Excerpt 255 above) does begin to orientate analysis 

to the discursive practices that defines masculinity against a feminine other, where the 

ruggedly masculine male articulates at the centre of privilege with the feminine 

caregiver as a “a fundamental model of limitation” (Willis, 1977, p. 45). 

 

This first section has argued that sport in the elite private schools continues to be a 

dominant practice seen in the institutional practices of valorisation/affirmation as well 

as in the very real material investments in this arena. If teachers are seen to speak back 

it only appears as consternation amongst teachers regarding its impact on the academic 

program. This is arguably because sport is always-already affirmed by a widespread 

understandings of sport’s usefulness as a pedagogy of relating as well as the apparent 

desire for sport that the parents disclose. However, what is crucial to understand, is that 

these practices are anything but benign, producing a gender regime that maintains an 

archetypal rugged and exclusive masculinity. In spite of the diversification of alt-sport 

and co-curricular, and the ‘less masculine’ alternatives for boys some teachers argue is 

being produced and that the elite schools promote, these enactments of elite schoolboy 

masculinity that teachers support for relational reasons, still orientate to 

heteronormative logics that are crucially dichotomised against a subordinate feminine 

otherness. In the next section, I explore how this asymmetry between gender norms for 
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males and females, affirms the pervasive practices of gender related marginalisation that 

female teachers encounter in elite private schools. 

 

Everyday Sexism 

In this section, I explore the gendered dimensions of participants’ relations with their 

colleagues as well as the parents and boys. I explore how these dimension of teachers’ 

work-lives appear to constrain the agency of female teachers in particular. The 

implication of the invidious otherness of the various femininities that is emergent in the 

sporting discursive ensemble (see previous section), where various feminine virtues are 

cannibalised, inflected and paradoxically delegitimised, is that male actors articulate in 

a very privileged position as a social dividend. In contrast, female teachers understand, 

and are made to feel that their social position within elite private schools is both 

epiphenomenal and precarious. However, female teachers are not without their own 

agency entirely. In this section I explore how female teachers mediate, accommodate 

and push back against these gendered dimensions of their work-worlds. 

 

The Motherly Teacher 

To begin with, heterosexist understandings of nurturing appear in several teachers’ 

accounts (both male and female) at all three sites in the study. For example, at St 

Wooten’s, Trisha argued that “these kids come into the school with this [sexist] sort of 

attitude, no we don't have feelings, but they are actually really sensitive boys a lot of 

them … [but because they] don't know women in any other way they just connect to the 

maternal in you” (Excerpt 256, Trisha’s interview, St Wooten’s). Likewise, Jill at St 

Wooten’s inflected her understanding of her practices in traditional heteronormative 

terms: 

 

I am quite maternal (.) and I find it difficult (.) and I'm affectionate with 
the boys (.) and (.) I've had to be very aware because (.) being in an all-
boys’ school as you can imagine ... but If a boy is in pain (.) or hurts or (.) 
needs some (.) there's no way I'm going to stop that female (.) all emotion 
that human (.) to stop to care for somebody (.) a hand on the shoulder or 
whatever it is (.) the moment they tell me in teaching that that has to stop 
(.) I'm gone [claps] (.) cos it's not about a subject it's about a person. 
(Excerpt 257, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s) 
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While Jill deems it appropriate that she is affectionate with the students, that she is 

maternal, what is crucial in her discourse that the anti-hero to the mother is the profane 

image of eros (Faber, 2004), articulating as an unmentionable potentiality of sexual 

transgression. As Jill suggests, “you can imagine” (from Excerpt 257 above). This line 

of reasoning implicates an aspect of the gender regime at the school, which is that there 

is a thin line between what is deemed ‘appropriate’ and ‘inappropriate’. Jill implicates 

the tension for female teachers who conceptualise their role as motherly, but by 

enacting this role through their affections, also skate dangerously close to the edge of 

calamity. They articulate in a permanent tension between ‘seductress’ and ‘schoolmarm’ 

(McWilliams, 1996). This is a trajectory of inquiry that I return to in the next section, 

The Privileged Position, where I argue the privileged role female teachers espouse that 

they have teaching boys, is more perilous than they would readily admit.  

 

Like Jane above, Robyn at Collins also inflected her sense of holistic practice through 

her use of heteronormative language. She suggested that “[the Middle School] it's a 

little bit more ummm (.) motherly … and they feel safe … as long as they trust the 

teacher and they know the teacher puts them first … so long as they know they're 

respected” (Excerpt 258, Robyn’s interview, Collins Academy). In her account Robyn 

constructs in her site in opposition to what she calls the ‘business-like’ Senior School, 

positioning it as almost uncaring. In contrast, Robyn suggests her practice includes 

making the boys ‘feel safe’, in that she ‘puts them first’ and ‘respects’ them. This 

‘mother hen’ archetype appears as a legitimate or at least intelligible gendered 

enactment within heterosexist discourses (see, for example, Cameron, 1997). 

 

Masculine Care 

At Miller, Alex too talked in gendered ways about his role as distinct to that of the 

motherly female Education Assistants who were his colleagues: “the other ladies take 

on mothering role to some extent … I'd like to think I take on a kind of uncle-ly role … 

but [they] need (.) you need to satisfy me rather than me satisfy [them]” (Excerpt 259, 

Alex’s interview, Miller College). Alex’s account of care, in contrast to the ‘motherly’ 

approach, includes a dimension of authority over the boys, seen in the phrase that they 

need to ‘satisfy’ him, rather than the other way around. In contradistinction, female 

teachers voice their ‘maternal’ understandings as an inversion of authority. For example, 

Alison at Collins, suggested that the parents not only wanted a happy child, but one 

where the child had “a teacher that sort of respects him” (Excerpt 260, Alison’s 
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interview, Collins Academy). This dimension of authority that articulates as a 

heteronormative binary, the man as authority, the woman as the mother who puts the 

child first, points to a crucial element of how participants articulate their practice. 

 

Other male teachers echo this masculinised ‘command and control’ modality of care. 

For example, Brad talked in similar terms about his role as the Head of House at St 

Wooten’s. As he opined, “my role is probably, I hate the word facilitator, but that's sort 

of a lot of it … pulling the strings and, and pull the boys in the right direction to keep 

things going smoothly” (Excerpt 261, Brad’s interview, St Wooten’s). Likewise at 

Collins, the Head of School addressing the assembly, offered a ‘pep talk’ before camp, 

thus turning his moment of ‘care’ into admonitions and a ‘call to arms’, through 

sporting parlance and personal anecdote: 

 

You are the role models in this school [talks about football Brownlow 
medallist being fairest and best] don’t burn any bridges (.) don’t ruin 
things now (.) by saying something stupid (.) My dad said to me (.) he’s 
really old (.) took me a long time to understand this (.) friends are like 
screw drivers (.) you got it? Shush (.) it’s easy to be rude … look after 
those friendships (.) look after them (.) I really, really don’t want to hear 
one more derogatory comment (.) from you … if you haven’t stepped up in 
Year 8 (.) now is the time. (Excerpt 262, Head of School speaking at 
assembly before Year 8 camp, in field observations/notes, Collins 
Academy). 

 

The Head of School here is not an uncaring soul by any stretch of the imagination. 

However, his version of care on offer is inflected in masculinised logics, of ‘stepping 

up’, avoiding ‘burning bridges’, ‘saying something stupid’ and so on, that are distinct 

from how female teachers understand and enact care, that is, as supportive rather than 

authoritative. Male teachers typically articulate their understandings of gender 

implicitly in these discourses that draw on sporting clichés and instrumental logics. For 

example, Phillip actively connected empathy, or his notion of being a ‘good bloke’, 

with sporting logics and getting picked for the team: 

 

[I’ve promoted the] idea of being a good person, being a good bloke (.) 
because one of the things that I sort of learnt along my journey of life was 
that (.) primarily important, I play cricket and, and (. ) you know, necess-  
ultimately, some, lot of the times there's two people that are the same that, 
the person that's the best person will get picked you know? (Excerpt 263, 
Phillip’s Interview, Miller College) 
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The discourses that Phillip enacts to produce an idealised image of the ‘good bloke’ are  

perhaps understandable considering he is working in an all-boys’ schooling. The 

sporting analogy would appear to hold a truth value today, much like it did in the 

English Public School of old, where elite schools like Harrow “… drew on the games 

field for analogy, experience and truth” (Mangan, 2000, p. 179). Yet there are also 

instrumental dimensions, where being a ‘good bloke’ has its rewards, in this case being 

picked for a team as opposed to being left out. It appears then that the rationality of 

group belonging is embedded within the ambit of masculine logics enacted against the 

potential of exclusion. Solidarity of this form, against a feminine horizon by its very 

exclusion, then dovetails neatly into a form of ‘tribalism’ (Swain, 2000).  

 

The Tribal Mystic 

This ‘tribal mystic’ (Chandos, 2012) was a key element of the historic English Public 

Schools (for a further elaboration on this historicity, see Chapter Two - Literature 

Review). This subtle tribal or exclusive masculine discourse is disciplinary on the one 

hand, in that it persistently tasks boys in elite private schools with conforming to group 

norms. On the other hand, it also implies a spatiality or territoriality that is made 

explicit in both physical and relational terms: 

 

Phillip [For the boys] it's their, a lot of them have that as an identity 
really. They all know their House, which is ... they know it's a 
safe place 

Interviewer Yup 
Phillip but that's, I mean that's the culture that's been created within 

the House really, that (.) everyone, you look after everybody 
within that space. (Excerpt 264, Phillip’s Interview, Miller 
College)  

 

On the surface, the House culture that Phillip talks about suggests that the House system 

acts to keep boys safe. However, this “collectivism is far from a utopia: it is by 

definition exclusionary (there is an “us” and a “them”)” (Khan, 2011, p. 195). It is not 

only exclusionary, but also competitive. These bounded microcosms are also enacted in 

furious rivalries between the Houses, which are supported by teachers: 

 

[The Houses] are all over the different levels of the school (.) but it's more 
what, what the House stands for and I think, the, the kids really identify 
with the House. More than I thought they would, I've always been a bit, 
you know, indifferent to the whole idea, the cult of, not the cult, the culture 
of the House … but the kids just really, they staunchly believe, they 
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staunchly believe in their House and they're really proud of it and there's a 
strong rivalry with the other Houses and that strong connection. They 
really want to identify with it, and so all we have to do is really keep that 
kind of (.) metaphorical idea going that, that you're part of this House. 
(Excerpt 265, Brad’s Interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Brad’s account picks up on themes of identity, for quite literally, the “House is an 

identity” (Excerpt 266, Brad’s Interview, St Wooten’s). Brad does suggest that this 

ongoing boundedness can produce friction between boys. In Alex’s account below, 

these social frictions, which escalate into bullying, can inflect the messages of empathy, 

of being the good bloke, into more hyper-masculine displays of behaviour:  

 

I'm really quite amazed there's not more [bullying] (.) of that so maybe we 
are producing good citizens or maybe the pastoral system (.) maybe the 
House system … if someone is not emotionally, socially regulated is 
having a bad day and they decide to have a few go’s at the kid that's 
intellectually (.) less capable (.) his friends tend to go (.) come on (.) don't 
don't pick on [him]  (.) umm (.) you know, man up (.) that's pathetic you 
know (.) yeah (.) seems to be (.) seems to be a culture of (.) of , of (.) 
that's  ... that's not the Miller College way (.) but man up kinda thing. 
(Excerpt 267, Alex’s Interview, Miller College)  

 

This recollection picks up on themes of tolerance and mateship, that is, being ‘a man’ 

means you don’t pick on your mates. However, it also appears that bullying is kept in 

check by bullying. The proverbial ’good bloke’ stands up for his mates, but he does so 

by peer shaming. If you pick on your peers you are ‘pathetic’, you are not a man, or as 

the expression usually goes, you are ‘pathetic’ and thus you need to ‘man up’. Even as 

Alex’s account above appears to yoke feminine modalities of relating, such as empathy, 

tolerance and inclusiveness to modalities of manliness, the social norming enacted 

through peer shaming is a contradiction to these values. In the elite school literature 

Stoudt et al. (2010) also describes how bullying between elite students established the 

pecking order, was implicated in social bonding and regulating the boundaries around 

heterosexist norms. Alex’s account suggests that this pecking order can actually be 

encouraged by teachers who misrecognise order and group cohesion as free of bullying, 

when in fact bullying is in-itself the social glue. 

 

This peer shaming is deployed in such a manner so that it holds boys up to an idealised 

form of masculinity, through stigmatisation and insult, while affirming notions of ‘care’, 

which cannibalises feminine ways of being rather than affirms them. These types of 

‘microaggressions’ articulate typically in three modes: “microassault, microinsult, and 



 196 

microinvalidation” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 271). A ‘microassault’ refers to “violent verbal 

or nonverbal attack meant to hurt the intended victim through name-calling; a 

‘microinsult’ denotes “behavioral/verbal remarks or comments that convey rudeness, 

insensitivity” and demeans a persons identity; a ‘microinvalidation’ refers to “verbal 

comments or behaviors that exclude, negate, or nullify the psychological thoughts, 

feelings, or experiential reality” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 278). All three are visible in the 

Alex’s account of boys’ behaviour. Yet he does not see that while ‘bullying’ may be 

kept in check, it is nonetheless kept in check with another form of bullying; that is, 

group discipline through “aggressive assertion” (Mangan, 1995, p. 11) that is tinged 

with machismo, danger, and shame.  

 

While Alex’s account above (Excerpt 267) is the only evidence in the study about the 

microagressions of boys in-group processes, it does however triangulate with 

microaggressions reported by teachers (and which were observed during classes) at all 

three sites (see Excerpts 281 - 283). It also triangulates with how male teachers used 

‘rugged’ masculine conceptions to assert discipline or right conduct (see Excerpts 262, 

281); the good relationships reputedly formed on the sporting fields through boys 

bashing and belting each other (see Excerpt 254); and the various microinsults (see 

Excerpts 276 & 277) and microinvalidations made by male staff towards female 

teachers (see Excerpts 279-281) 

 

Gendered Dimensions of Collegial Relating 

The exclusivity of masculine identification, in the sense of both female virtue and 

females per se, did not only come from these gender microaggressions, but could also 

be seen in the privileges afforded male teachers as they articulated similarly bounded 

practices, especially around sport. As Joanna suggests: 

 

There's a group of male staff that train together … work out, cycle, do 
various things together (.) which (.) comes across as a club … like the 
opportunities maybe some of the stuff they get to do or they turn up to 
work late because they've been out cycling together … and we're just 
kinda like what if we turned up late? Because we wanted to curl our hair? 
You know we make it ridiculous, we make the comparisons ridiculous (.) 
to be humorous but we (.) we all  (.) we see it. (Excerpt 268, Joanna’s 
Interview, Miller College) 

 

Joanna suggests that the privileges of the sporting male teachers are not lost on the 

female teachers around them. In response, Joanna participates in minor resistances of 
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humour and peer-based solidarity. The solidarity amongst some teachers in the study 

suggests a kernel of resistance within the layers of accommodation that working life in 

elite private schools seems to demand (for these various accommodations see The 

Nuances of Hypocrisy section, in Chapter Five). In Joanna’s ‘ridiculous’ comparison of 

‘curling our hair’, she directly implicates male teachers’ privilege as a gendered 

enactment, that is, a hyper-masculine sporting archetype faced-off by its hyper-feminine 

hair-curling ‘other’. For Joanna, sporting practices amongst the male teachers produced 

an exclusive space for them that was privileged over the female teachers who were 

excluded from these activities. As she suggested, “it's partly like an Old Boys’ network 

(.) people that've been in this situation their whole entire lives from school all the way 

through to adulthood. They can be quite difficult to deal with … comes across as a club, 

which is just  (.) I don't know it’s difficult to explain” (Excerpt 269, Joanna’s interview, 

Miller College).  

 

Joanna’s phrase (from Excerpt 269), that ‘it’s difficult to explain’, suggests that it is 

difficult for her as a female teacher to make visible the disparities they experience; that 

is, the ways male teachers are privileged by the school and how they act to exclude 

female teachers like herself as part of ‘everyday’ (Lefebvre, 1987) practices that are  

normative and invisible. However other female teachers claimed to be able to navigate 

their schools’ gender regime. For example, Jane at St Wooten’s appears to argue that 

she is able to take on sexism directly in her workplace: 

 

I have been described this way before (.) I am a masculine female (.) in my 
(.) ways of thinking perhaps or ways of being (.) I'll just pull it (.) I'll call it 
(.) if someone says or does something inappropriate I just call it (.) oh I 
yeah (.) very much so … If I felt the need to address it I would … they 
know if they give they'll get it back too (.) I play with a straight bat (.) … 
very much so (.) … but it's bouncing that thing and [long pause]. (Excerpt 
270, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s) 
 

By Jill’s own account, she is an assertive personality who knows how to stand up for 

herself against sexist behaviour, whether it be boys or male colleagues. Her idiom, ‘pull 

it’, ‘call it’, how she plays with a ‘straight bat’, or how she is playing a game 

like ’bouncing’ a ball, hails an assertive physicality in discourse at least, into how she 

asserts here ‘masculine female’ persona. Yet Jill also prided herself in how she was able 

to handle the physicality of her experiences on camp and how that helped her push back 

against stereotypes the students had of female capability. What is entirely paradoxical, 
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in Jane’s account is firstly, that she does not see how sexism is being reproduced, that is, 

the only way she can take on the sexism is to adopt stereotypical masculine behaviours. 

Secondly, in spite of all her narratives of gender bias and discrimination, she 

nevertheless refused to admit any aspect of gender inequality in her work situation: 

 

I've thought about [gender discrimination] a lot in my career and different 
opportunities that have come my way (.) or I've people say oh you missed 
out on that Jill because of your gender (.) I don't think so (.) I try to think 
of it in (.) in all honesty yeah there's an Old Boys’ network out there (.) but 
at the same time I do believe that (.) people honestly (.) if I was going for a 
job with somebody else that had the same skills and whatever (.) I honestly 
hope (.) and I still believe (.) that (.) that they'll choose the right person (.) 
you still got that Old Boys’ network (.) I'm not going to lie about that (.) I 
understand that (.) there’s perceptions. (Excerpt 271, Jill’s interview, St 
Wooten’s) 

 

Jill turn of phrase, how she ‘tr[ies] to think of [gender bias]…’ suggests that she wants 

to believe that gender does not matter. For instance, how she suggested that the ‘Old 

Boys’ network’ existed, but it was more an issue of ‘perception’, rather than a real 

impediment to female success. Jill, as a female Faculty Head and teacher in a male 

dominated department certainly would seem to have succeeded against the odds. 

However, she appears to have done this by aping stereotypical markers of masculine 

authority and legitimacy. Her fellow female staff members took a different view, 

arguing that the general lack of females in leadership was “very paternalistic … 

absolutely condescending you know (.) and (.) [if you say] this needs a feminist 

[approach] and you just [get] close[d] down (.) nah that's your personal problem” 

(Excerpt 272, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s). These contradictions start into view how, 

for female teachers, success appears to be coextensive with a disavowal of gender bias 

and an accommodation of paternal authority. 

 

Paternalism 

The paternalistic attitudes that legitimate the lack of leadership roles for female staff at 

St Wooten’s and Miller College in particular were arguably energised by how some 

female teachers valorised aspects of their role in heteronormative terms (see The 

Motherly Teacher sub-section). These everyday heteronormative understandings 

suggest only a narrow range of subject positions open to female teachers, most 

consistently being that of the mother-like caregiver. Leanne, as a young teacher at 
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Miller College reported how she played to these subordinate social roles to avoid being 

seen as illegitimate or threatening: 

 

There's some women that, are seen as aggressive and there are some 
women that are seen as emotional and then even like (.) not intentionally 
but I definitely think when I first started, I acted ditzy. Not with the boys, 
but with male staff. Particularly male staff members in Administration. 
Like I would do the 'oh my god, like I don't know how to do my tie up 
kinda thing' even though I do, because it was almost like, not you would 
get treated better, but almost like you'd be a little bit better liked if you 
were just really female … so I was ok, I'll just be really female (.) because 
I'm new and I'm starting in this new environment that I want people to like, 
like me. (Excerpt 273, Leanne’s Interview, Miller College) 

 

In the excerpt above, Leanne describes how she acted ‘really female’ and ‘ditzy’ so that 

she would not be seen as ‘aggressive’ or ‘emotional’. It is quite clear that Leanne is 

aware of which subject positions for women teachers are viewed as legitimate and how 

assertiveness is disparaged by male staff as aggression. This tallies with Robinson’s 

(2000) study of teachers in government schools, where she argued “powerful discourse 

operating in schools that portrays women as ‘losing control’ when exerting their 

authority aggressively” (p. 81). As Trisha from St Wooten’s argued, assertiveness was 

interpreted as being “narky or or you know, or she must be on her period … I have 

heard people say it must be that time of the month” (Excerpt 274, Trisha’s interview, St 

Wooten’s). It would seem that narrow heteronormative and paternalistic conceptions of 

women’s ‘proper’ place reduce them to being “women [who] are there to be rooted, or 

to rear children, or to make the tea in the church hall” (Cameron, 1997, p. 197). 

Teachers who spoke back to paternalistic discourses; for example, Jenny at St Wooten’s 

who suggested her relationship with students was a ‘work relationship’, indicated quite 

clearly that she would be ‘shut-down’: 

 

 It seems to be a pattern (.) we're shut down partly because we're female (.) 
and you're portrayed as being (.) well you're just so different (.) you're 
weird … or you're female (.) or and now I'm getting the one about you're 
old … I’ve actually been in meetings where I've been told (.) well you're 
old (.) well you know what that's discriminatory (.) its ageist (.) they just 
say I don't care … [I’m regarded now as] old, crazy old … [and] it does 
impact on me … because I am pigeon-holed … God almighty here she 
comes to this meeting. (Excerpt 275, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s). 

 

These constraints emerging in collegial relating appear to have real effects on female 

teachers’ wellbeing. Participants at Miller College and St Wooten’s in particular report 
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these sexist attitudes, yet heteronormative understandings of relating are visible at all 

three sites. At Collins they just appear more positive; for example in Sally’s account, 

she detailed how she regarded her Head of School as a father figure. As she put it: feel 

like we have a daughter-father relationship …  I've also (.) you know gone to him and 

gone ‘I’m struggling (.) help me’ (.) and (.) we've got that (.) that (.) yeah it's like a 

father daughter that I've always gone for advice” (Excerpt 276, Sally’s interview, 

Collins Academy). These heteronormative and paternalistic accounts, suggest that 

teachers who take up a subordinate position to authority within recognisable 

heteronormative sex-roles can have quite positive experiences. In contrast, those who do 

not or cannot face doing so are sidelined. These normative expectations are disciplinary, 

and arguably constrain the possibilities for female staff more than it can possibly enable 

because female status appears tied to male authority and heteronormative logics. For 

example, Trisha talked about the emotional side of the boys and how “[she] like[d] the 

kids to feel [emotionally] connected to something … I then get put into that, that's very 

female to do that” (Excerpt 277, Trisha’s interview, St Wooten’s). For Trisha, working 

at St Wooten’s involves dealing regularly with sexism of her colleagues: 

 

I experience sexism and discrimination every time I do speak up … and I 
do get this Trisha’s ear bashing me, you know, or gee you know, you're a 
bit, oh we, we love Trisha being around cos you, you just say what you 
think … there's always a slight negative connotation placed on (.) how you 
present in the workplace … and I experienced that from day one when I 
came here. (Excerpt 278, Trisha’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

Trisha reported not only on being marginalised in meetings, but how male staff persist 

in sexist behaviour in informal ways, “they'd have a joke about [the swimsuit calendar] 

and I'd be there in front of them, and I think hang on is this really appropriate or?” 

(Excerpt 279, Trisha’s interview, St Wooten’s). I was not surprised by Trisha’s 

comments insofar that male teachers in the staffroom were already making sexist 

comments to me on the day I had arrived for observations of her classes. As a male 

teacher joked amongst his colleagues in the staff room one morning: 

 

Is Trisha here today? ... [gets up and laughs under his breath and says to 
me by way of explanation] It’s a bit of a joke … [Teacher turns away to 
wash his cup in sink and continues] If I come back I want to come back as 
a woman, then I can just call in and say, can’t come in – sick child. 
(Excerpt 280, in field notes/observations, St Wooten’s) 

 

As Trisha also reported, these types of sexist behaviours were regularly on display:  
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I’d be sitting there in the staffroom attempting to be collegial and young 
women would walk past the staffroom [window that faces out to the street] 
and the men would make comments about their physicality … [so] from 
day one knew that I was in a place … where women … didn't have 
equality. (Excerpt 281, Trisha’s interview, St Wooten’s).  

 

Quinn (2002) argues that ‘girl watching’ or “the act of [men] sexually evaluating 

women, often in the company of other men … [are] act[s] of power” (p. 387), and in the 

workplace clearly constitute a form of sexual harassment. Leanne at Miller College also 

described how male colleagues reinforce this asymmetric power relation that affirms the 

subordinate status of female teachers: 

 

I’ve had male teachers stand up for me … and then there are [those that 
don’t] (.) so a class … I was really, really tired and I went into class and 
my class made me cry … that was my Year 12 class … I started to cry and 
I walked out and I walked into another [male] teacher's classroom (.) and I 
said to the teacher, I can't go back in there, can you? Like I will look after 
your class… and he was like yeah, yeah no worries (.) and then he went in 
there … and he said to the boys, oh she's just being over emotional, I 
wouldn't worry about it if I were you (.) and the boys told me and I was 
like what am I supposed to do with that? Like what am I [exhales] how do 
you recover from that?  Really, because that's exactly what the boys were 
thinking. (Excerpt 282, Leanne’s interview, Miller College) 

 

Leanne’s account of how she had to suffer the intimidation of the Senior boys again 

brings into view the ‘microaggressions’ (Sue, 2010) of boys towards female teachers. I 

only observed these microaggressions in female teacher classes and they were also an 

aspect of teacher-student relating discussed exclusively by female teachers. Even 

younger boys can asserted themselves aggressively with teachers, As Elizabeth from 

Collins related: 

 

[The boys are] also a much more competitive class. So they're very (.) very 
eager to, they (.) in one of the earlier classes it was quite aggressive I felt, 
when I gave them back their, one of their assessments. They came in angry 
… so there was a lot of banter. Oh she [accentuated] did this and she 
[accentuated] did that, and (.) she didn't do this and whatever. And it was 
like whoah, where is all this coming from? (Excerpt 283, Elizabeth’s 
interview, Collins Academy) 

 

Elizabeth’s account illuminates how boys engaged in competitive behaviour and were 

quick to scapegoat the female teacher and target her aggressively. These reports tallied 

with observations of misbehaviour that I made, where the female teachers exclusively 
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appeared to be baited by students. These accounts were visible at all three sites in the 

study and cohered with teacher reports on these matters. In Leanne’s account below, she 

discusses how a male teacher took over her class because the boys were aggressively 

targeting her over her grading of their work (see Excerpt 283 above), but then 

proceeded to undermine her rather than to support her: 

 

[The understanding of the incident] wasn't like you shouldn't have done 
that, you were intimidating her, you stood over her, and then you know, 
something's happened, so she got upset naturally, as anybody would, it was 
ahh (.) she was being a bit emotional. Which just to the boys reinforced 
that they were right and I was wrong. (Excerpt 284, Leanne’s interview, 
Miller College) 

 

These accounts suggest that not only do the boys use aggression to dominate female 

teachers, but that the male teachers can enable this delegitimisation of the female 

teacher’s natural responses to aggression and bullying tactics in sexist terms, which re-

inscribes the subordinate status of the young female teacher in relation to these elite 

private school boys. Although she understands that the sexism of her male peers 

reinforces this, and that others ‘stand up’ for her, what is telling is that she not only 

needs males to stand up for her but that she does not notice how this still affirms the 

status of male authority at her expense. I am arguing that even the male teachers who 

reportedly ‘stand up’ for female teachers do not usurp the heteronormativity and sexism 

of the relations that teachers report, because the chivalric interloper or ‘knight in shining 

armour’ (Fraad, Resnick, & Wolff, 1989), is precisely the articulation of 

heteronormative and an asymmetric relation between a powerful male actor and a 

helpless female. It is paternalism par excellence. In this sense, heterosexist logic 

circumscribes her agency such that her authority with the boys appears then only as a 

proxy of male authority. This paternalism also seems to skate close to the edge of 

disparaging the female ‘other’ as a counterpoint to male superiority and legitimacy in 

dealing with boys. For example, Rick spoke of being the ‘dad’ to the boys in describing 

his mode of care as legitimate as opposed to the care being offered by the school nurse: 

 

I try not to send them to sickbay to get fussed over there. Patch ‘em up and 
keep them going”. Rick says [he’s had] 3 boys in 3 years [injured], one 
severely, Rick says how he got the boy to wash his hand of blood and 
show him [the] cut, [and] the boy faints. Rick jokes [that] he couldn’t 
patch him up with duct tape. (Excerpt 285, Rick’s class observations/field 
notes, Miller College). 
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In Rick’s eyes, the school nurse will unnecessarily ‘fuss’ over boys if given the chance. 

The feminine other, the feminine virtues exclusively demarcated in discourses and 

practices as female, backgrounds the teacher’s ‘toughening up’ (Donaldson & Poynting, 

2007; Poynting & Donaldson, 2005) project for boys in elite private schools. These 

normative heterosexist attitudes triangulate with teacher perceptions of parent practices: 

 

The boys are coming from very, families where the father tells the mother 
what to do. The father is the breadwinner, generally speaking, ok? The 
mother, the mother is then the kind of the secretary in a sense … doing the 
PA work for the father ... so you've already got that, kind of message from 
the kids that (.) mum is the, mum, we don't really listen to mum. (Excerpt 
286, Trisha’s interview, St Wooten’s) 

 

These heteronormative modes of parenting, where the female parent appears as the 

subaltern ‘PA’, who does not have to be taken seriously, is also reflected in how 

teachers discursively frame female parents. For example, teachers spoke of the “angry 

mother” (Excerpt 287, Michael’s interview, St Wooten’s), the gossiping “mothers who 

have a lot of spare time” (from Excerpt 124) and the “notoriously hard mother” at 

Collins (from Excerpt 177). At Miller, teachers who ever seem to implicate the mother 

in their dealings with parents, like Julia at Miller who has to deal with the “very pushy 

mother, how she] keeps her (.) civil” (from Excerpt 145) or Rick who talked about how 

“[the boys] go home, tell mum, back to the Headmaster, back to me, huge issue, blows 

up. I demand a formal apology (from Excerpt 172). These same heterosexist logics are 

also implicated in the practices deployed by male parents towards female teachers: 

 

 John [The fathers] don't like being told what to do by a female 
[teacher] … [and] I feel it’s discrimination (.) because a male 
member of staff wouldn't get that (.) treatment whereas as a 
female (.) they do (.) and it’s disgusting 

John but we've got a moral responsibility to punt kids out that are 
not so gender biased and gender arrogant that they behave like 
their parents did … so that's why (.) it’s healthy (.) for us to 
actually have a mix of aged women in the school teaching boys   

Julia Yeah but you can't convince that of parents that graduate 
twenty years ago (.) you know (.) how do you educate the 
parent body? (Excerpt 288, John and Julia’s interview, Miller 
College) 

 

This account bring into view how gender intersects with the already asymmetrical 

power relation between the parent body and the teachers; that is, how gender bias 

inflects male authority and female authority differently. Hence, although the male 
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parents’ behaviour is ‘disgusting’, this behaviour cannot be addressed nor can a case be 

made to ‘convince’ them of the error of their ways. The female parent by contrast, 

although potentially equally a threat to teachers, is disparaged, while being carefully 

being managed, or as Julia puts it, “it is a bit of a manipulation, but it's like you know 

what I mean? Keeps her (.) civil” (from Excerpt 145; see also Helicopter Parents sub-

section in The ‘Servant’ Provider section in Chapter Six). 

 

These gendered inflections in the ways that both male and female teachers respond to 

male or female parents and how parents themselves act in kind, are the ‘everyday’ 

(Lefebvre, 1987) ways in which sexism is practised. This also then has implications for 

the pedagogical relation between teachers and their students. As Leanne from Miller 

suggested, “I remember this one kid, the way he spoke to his mum … and then you 

think if they're, they're like learning any of that at home (.) of course they're going to 

treat me like that when they get to class” (Excerpt 289, Leanne’s interview, Miller 

College). Leanne is discussing the harassing behaviours of the boys when she is talking 

about how she is treated, but she implicates a crucial point, that is, how gender 

microaggressions have a role in “inadvertently normalizing sexual violence” (Gartner & 

Sterzing, 2016, p. 492). 

 

This section has outlined a discursive ensemble of heteronormative and 

sexist/paternalistic discourses taken up by teachers, parents and boys from the 

perspective of my participants. Specifically, this includes how notions of maternal care 

become inverted by male teachers in idealised and hyper-masculine modes of relating; 

for example, the ‘man up’ and ‘toughening up’ (Donaldson & Poynting, 2007; Poynting 

& Donaldson, 2005) discourses that appear to ape male parent biases. These discourses 

are clearly gender enactments, for as West and Zimmerman argue (2009), the key to 

understanding how gender is accomplished is “accountability to sex category 

membership” (p. 116). This section has shown how boys in elite private schools hold 

each other to account, to a form of masculinity that is not broadly empathetic and 

inclusive as teachers would like to believe. Instead, enactments of masculinity suggest 

that the ideal elite male subjectivity is hypermasculine and bounded/exclusive. This 

tribalism outlines spaces within elite spaces, micro-niches within wider more visible 

ecologies of privilege, which are actively supported by male teachers who also see it as 

a means to encourage group cohesion and reduce incidents of bullying.  
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These teacher discourses tally with broader scholarship on how male privilege is built 

on the marginalisation of females and feminine virtue (Keddie, 2009; Kenway & 

Fitzclarence, 1997; Robinson, 2005) and the enactment of ‘maleness’ (Keddie, 2007). 

However, what these views of teacher practice add is how teachers almost absent-

mindedly perpetuate these discourses, even as they speak up about sexism and 

discrimination. This is a crucial point about the how the ‘everydayness’ (Lefebvre, 

1987) of these practices mean that they disappeared into a taken-for-granted practices 

and discourses. Teachers are implicated in their affirmations of these gender enactments, 

which produce boundaries and the tribalism of us/them or in/exclusion. These 

heteronormative and broadly sexist discursive ensembles that are practised by teachers, 

have real implications for female teachers’ agency within their schools. These 

heteronormative and broadly sexist discursive ensembles that are practised by teachers 

have real implications for female teachers’ agency within their schools. The result is to 

privilege particular stereotypical forms of masculinity at the cost to females as a group. 

In this sense, these heteronormative gender enactments act to delineate who is 

legitimate and who is not, who has right to speak and who gets ‘shut down’, who is 

privileged and who is marginalised. I turn to these implications in the next section. 

 

The Privileged Position 

In this section I turn to scrutinise teacher subjectivity more directly. In particular, I 

examine how young female teachers are impacted by the practices of boys in elite 

private schools and the collegial and institutional responses when things go wrong. How 

these conflicts play out in practice is vital for understanding how elite subjectivity is 

being constructed at the cost to not only non-elite ‘others’ (see The Nuances of 

Hypocrisy section in Chapter Five - Illusions of Privilege), but to female actors within 

the elite private school. as well. These accounts of elite private school teachers affirm 

the recent literature on female teachers experiences of sexual harassment by their 

students in non-elite settings (Keddie, 2007; Robinson, 2000; Quinn, 2002). However, 

the visibilities and power hierarchies of teachers’ lives in elite private schools 

(discussed in Chapter Five and Six), incentivises teachers and school administrators to 

disappear these moments of sexual oppression. This in turn has implications for dealing 

with these important issues for they are then consigned to the silences and interstices of 

school life. 
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The Vulnerability of Young Female Teachers 

In historical research, there are only passing accounts of female teachers’ lives (for a 

fuller elaboration, see Literature Review chapter). What is interesting about these 

historical accounts is how little room to manoeuvre there was for female teachers, who 

appeared to articulate between being seen as legitimate and being a subject of scorn. As 

Walford (1986) argued, female teachers had to tread a cautious line between private 

lives and teaching lives where they knew that any misstep would leave them having to 

“endure the stares of boys or masters” (p. 172). The subject positions available to 

female teachers appear in these early accounts as reduced to narrow heterosexist 

categories for female teachers to occupy. These logics still appear to play out in the 

contemporary era. For example, Trisha at St Wooten’s reported how she faced the 

chagrin of the boys because she was unmarried and pregnant. As she put it, “I had one 

kid, a few kids actually really struggling with the fact that I'm not married … the 

woman has to be married to be [legitimate], otherwise she's a sss [slut] you know?” 

(Excerpt 290, Trisha’s interview, St Wooten’s). Trisha’s account begins to bring into 

view the heterosexism of boys in elite private schools, yet more importantly also their 

authority where they see it as their place to question and cast judgement on the teacher’s 

personal life. This perspective of the power of boys in elite private schools over their 

teachers is explicit in Jenny’s account below: 

 

I'm not happy with the [school] policies … I explained [to Admin] that the 
students were being (.) sexist, classist, racist and (.) something else I added 
to it (.) discriminatory (.) and it was impacting upon staff and it's not good 
(.) and we should be producing something better basically (.) but it can't be 
if you've got staff who are (.) actually below students in terms of rights. 
(Excerpt 291, Jenny’s interview, St Wooten’s)] 

 

Jenny appears to suggest that the teachers are being systematically undermined by their 

administrators. Jenny’s account coheres with Trisha’s experiences at St Wooten’s, who 

was likewise clearly aware of pervasive sexism and the status of female teachers (see 

Everyday Sexism section, this chapter). During the time of my visit, Trisha told me how 

she had been reprimanded on the basis of boys’ accusations of sexual impropriety. 

Trisha’s account below, suggests that the authority of boys is augmented by the power 

of parental complaint to shape the actions of administrators: 

 

[Trisha said] the boy was making gestures to simulate a ‘blow job’. Trisha 
says she pointed out to the boy in class it was inappropriate that he was 
‘simulating oral sex’ and she felt that she had dealt with it. Trisha tells me 
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the boys have made up stories that she was teasing them about blowjobs 
and now is being pulled into the office tomorrow. (Excerpt 292, 
observation/field notes, St Wooten’s) 

 

Considering how complaints can escalate, it is perhaps no surprise to find teachers do 

take steps to make sure that they stay safe. As Jill at St Wooten’s argued, “being female 

like (.) I love these windows (.) I would never have my blinds down (.) If I'm in the 

office and a boy comes in (.) the door is always open (.) I just never want to be in that 

position …” (Excerpt 293, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s). While Jill’s visibility of the 

classroom to the outside world is something Jill reports as a ‘safety feature’ of her 

workspace, these same transparencies are not always present in the classrooms that I 

visited, nor do they preclude groups of males being in a class with a lone female 

teacher: 

 

 Leanne I do think that [the boys sexually harassing behaviours] is a 
little bit a product of their environment 

Interviewer … what do you mean? A product of the home environment and 
the parents' expectations? Or the school environment? 

Leanne both … when boys (.) around (.) you know 30 other boys and 
they come into a classroom and you're a young female there is 
(.) a lot of (.) posturing and all of that (.) so that was really 
difficult when I started … [and if I ask a male teacher about 
the boys’ behaviour and whether they act that way for him, 
and] they're like no way (.) they'll never try and do any of that 
(.) and I was like why? And they're like, because (.) you're 
young and female. (Excerpt 294, Leanne’s interview, Miller 
College) 

 

As Leanne also suggests, heterosexist logics, that is, the heteronormativity that produces 

paternalistic/sexist and discriminatory behaviour, also seems to insinuate itself into the 

social grammar of how everyday relating functions in classes. In Leanne’s account, the 

male teachers are also clearly aware of the vulnerability of female teachers in their 

classrooms. They are not only aware, but find it understandable. However, as Robinson 

(2000) also points out, when boys misbehave with a female teacher, the problem 

becomes one of being female in a males’ space. What is perhaps also difficult for 

teachers, as Robinson (2000) alerts us to, is that when sexual harassment involves 

children under the age of 16 these incidents are not covered by the Sexual 

Discrimination Act (Government, 2016). However, as the one female in Keddie’s 

(2007) study argued “there’s lots of child protection policies but here’s not a great deal 

of protection of staff in terms of harassment …” (p. 28). Nevertheless, the school does 
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have a duty of care in the matter and the Australian Human Rights Commission can 

investigate a complaint (Australian Human Rights Commission, n.d.). 

 

Disciplining the Teacher 

At Miller College, one of the first teachers I met was Joanna, who on the same day was 

dealing with graffiti of a sexual nature being written in the boys’ toilets about her. In the 

age of social media, this type of behaviour becomes socialised more publicly, its 

impacts become more profound. Social media in effect is one vast ‘toilet wall’ that 

reaches into both the classroom and the personal lives of teachers: 

 

A boy wrote on Facebook about me, and wrote some pretty graphic things 
… and I got called in, it was so embarrassing. I got called into the Head of 
Senior School's office and He showed me the Facebook page and I think 
the comments and all the things, it was pretty much the whole Year 9 class 
at the time (.) and I had that Year 9 class next period (.) and I walked into 
there going, oh my god, you just said that about me on Facebook and oh 
my god that's what you said about me on Facebook … [the Head of 
School] printed it all out (.) and I had to sit there and like discuss all the 
comments, that was so embarrassing … And then I, like I remember, cos 
they said to me, do you want to have a meeting with the kid? What do you 
want done? It was my first year, and I was so embarrassed. I don't even 
want to know about it, like I don't want it to be dealt with, I don't want to 
deal with it. (Excerpt 295, Leanne’s interview, Miller College) 

 

It is clear that Leanne is being sexually harassed by her students as Robinson (2005) 

defines it, it is a “physical, visual or sexual act experienced by a person … [potentially 

leaving them feeling] embarrassed, frightened, hurt, uncomfortable, degraded, 

humiliated or compromised; which has the further result of diminishing a person’s 

power and confidence” (p. 21). Yet, the actions of the school administrator calling the 

young female teacher into the office and how she had the transgressions on social media 

displayed to her, is arguably a re-victimisation. Leanne indicates this by her admitted 

embarrassment. On the other hand, at the very least, she is offered some choice in the 

next step in what to do. Yet as a young teacher she clearly is unsure of what to do in this 

situation and is understandably asks for the issue to be kept from blowing up. Leanne’s 

online harassment is something that several teachers at Miller College corroborated. 

Although online harassment was not visible in either Collins Academy or St Wooten’s 

accounts, I suspect the Miller College case is not an outlier considering the examples of 

sexual harassment visible at all three schools and how online and sexual harassment is 

now becoming such a prevalent issue among adolescents (Moore, 2016).  
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Moore (2016) points to the lack of visibility around teacher-student incidents which 

“are harder to come by, and often go unreported” (p. 257). However, the author does not 

have any focus on harassment that is being initiated by students against teachers. When 

adolescents appear as perpetrators in Moore’s reading, they appear as isolated actors 

and not the socialised enactments of harassment that were evident at all three sites in the 

study. The Miller College school administrators were clearly aware of this issue as they 

also actively intervened into these processes; for example, in keeping a surveillance on 

comments made on Facebook and RateMyTeachers: 

 

Interviewer   You administrate the RateMyTeachers? 
John  … regularly I'll have teachers come up and say I've just read 

… on RateMyTeachers  
Julia  Or a kid has told us [about it] 
John  A kid's actually said something explicitly sexual about a 

female staff member (.) hasn't been flagged yet so then I would 
go (.) and its previously been a monotonous (.) ridiculous 
process but at least now its a little bit [more simple to deal 
with] 

Interviewer  The school is obviously aware of this right?  
John Yeah (Excerpt 296, John and Julia’s interview, Miller College) 

 

John and Julia’s account suggests that female teachers regularly report that students 

were constantly pursuing them online. This tallies with Keddie’s (2007) earlier 

mentioned study of a female teacher’s experience in a boys’ school where the 

participant displayed “a sense of being under surveillance” (p.31). Leanne corroborated 

this situation: “[The boys are] always searching [online for us] … and there was a 

picture of a female staff member in a bikini [on Facebook] and boys printed it out … 

and then told her … like (.) ‘I printed out a picture of you in your bikini’ (.) and then 

how does the teacher deal with that? (Excerpt 297, Leanne’s interview, Miller College). 

What Leanne’s report of student behaviour brings into view is how boys in elite private 

schools do not appear to fear their teachers or that disciplinary action may be 

forthcoming. I was taken aback during observations of sexual harassment in classes (for 

an example of these observations, see Appendix D) how boys were not fearful of a third-

party observer in the room. This tallies with Robinson’s (2000) study, that boys display 

a “seemingly fearless attitude to the repercussions of engaging in [sexual harassment]” 

(p. 82).  
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The evidence from young female teachers in the elite schools is that heteronormative 

discourses and relations enable students to trump the normative authority of the adult, 

the teacher and the institution: 

 

Leanne I was talking to my Head of department in my first year, and 
this is something I did, actually go further with, a boy asked 
me, it was, it was on the way to Sport, and I was like 25 and he 
said to me, do you want to go for a cup of coffee (.) afterwards 
Miss? And I just remember, I didn't even respond, I have no 
idea what to do, and I was alone with like 25 boys on a bus on 
the way to Sport (.) and I just went to the front and sat back 
down (.) and was s(.)o intimidated, like I just sat there and I 
was like I hope nobody talks to me, and I also have to go on 
the bus back with them …. how do I deal with that? Really 
what do I do? So I took that further and everybody was like oh 
well, you know boys, and you kinda go 

Interviewer The ‘boys will be boys thing is used as a cover? 
Leanne Oh it's used as an excuse (.) all the time (Excerpt 298, 

Leanne’s interview, Miller College) 
 

Leanne’s retelling of the sexual advances of a boy, when contextualised by the public 

nature of this inappropriate behaviour, that is, when the teacher was alone with 25 boys 

on the bus, looks like an attempt at either sexual coercion or public humiliation. This 

again speaks to how boys use certain spaces where female teachers are isolated, but also 

implicate the social nature of sexual harassment. This suggests that sexual harassment 

of teachers in elite private schools is energised by in-group factors that researchers of 

boys’ behaviour in non-elite schooling sectors suggest, in particular how these 

harassment episodes are an enactment of masculinity (Robinson, 2005), which “results 

in women having to defend their claims of harassment” (Robinson, 2000, p. 75): 

 

Leanne I feel like if I go and complain about [harassment] people are 
going to be asking more questions about me, and what I've 
done as opposed to, why the boys are like that? 

Interviewer How did you get that communicated to you or did you just 
figure that out yourself? 

Leanne Well we saw other people (.) I guess other female staff 
members where that kind of did happen. So (.) we, like I saw a 
female staff member who complained about boys and the way 
that they acted in class and inappropriateness and they asked 
about what her behaviour management policy was. So the 
immediate like next step was 'what did you do?'. And because 
it's such a serious issue, you tend to just like [pauses] 

Interviewer Try to fend it off without actually having to take it on? 
Leanne To deal with it yes … and you do have to constantly (.) not 

even about just that stuff, but all behaviour management stuff. 
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You're constantly making those decisions, like is this the time 
when I'll go further up, or do I try and not rock the boat? 
…you're caught in this hard place. Like do you report it (.) and 
then carry it on (.) or do you just let it go? And I, like a lot of 
the female teachers feel the same way. (Excerpt 299, Leanne’s 
interview, Miller College) 

 

Leanne’s account above tallies with Robinson’s (2000) study which found that female 

teachers were responsibilised for boys’ sexually harassing behaviours in non-elite 

schools. However, it is arguable that the teachers in the elite schools in the study are 

particularly disincentivised to speak out about their experiences of harassment. For 

example, not only does Leanne suggest that there are site-level discourses that excuse 

boys’ transgressions, but young female teachers’ status and authority vis a vis the boys 

are eroded by lenient consequences handed out to boys for their transgressions. As 

Leanne argued:  

 

A boy took a picture up a female staff member's skirt. They were expelled 
[but] another was that a boy stalked a female staff member … [for an] 
extended period of time and they got a two day suspension (.) and so 
you're like even if I do take it further, like [sighs] … like what's the point? 
Nothing's really seriously going to be done about it. (Excerpt 300, 
Leanne’s interview, Miller College).  

 

For young female teachers the institutional responses to these incidents are critical to 

their wellbeing. In the excerpt below, Joanna describes her feelings and impact on her 

from an extended period of sexual harassment: 

 

So there was something (.) an incident that happened with me and a 
student and and this boy who had been (.) who'd been following me for 
months (.) taking pictures of me (.) and it was really quite unpleasant and it 
affected me quite strongly … and I wasn't really happy with the way the 
school dealt with it (.) and he got two days suspension for this extended 
[sexual harassment] (.) you know he had hundreds of pictures of me and it 
was very strange (.) and videos, he was filming me and stuff and (.) and 
my department obviously saw the impact it had on me (.) cos over the time 
that it was happening and I told people and they didn't believe me. 
(Excerpt 301, Joanna’s interview, Miller College) 

 

Joanna’s account of the disbelief of her peers is arguably also an active disavowal of 

sexual harassment. It is not surprising then that in Leanne’s account above (Excerpt 

299), she suggests that watching other female teachers receiving not only little support 

from management, but also how they experience accusatory discourses, shaped her 
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understanding of the realpolitik at play. This ‘blaming the victim’ discourse quickly 

puts the ‘common sense’ of teachers on a slippery slope to supporting ‘rape culture’ 

(Herman, 1984; Zaleski, Gundersen, Baes, Estupinian, & Vergara, 2016), where the 

female teacher is the source of their own invidious situation. It is then perhaps not 

surprising to find female teachers are engaging in self-blame, as Leanne reported:  

 

You're constantly thinking (.) am I, is he taking something from this, am I 
doing something? And even the female staff member [who was stalked] 
was like, when I helped him with his work, did he take that as some kind 
of (.) signal, and then like what do you do?” (Excerpt 302, Leanne’s 
interview, Miller College).  

 

Leanne’s account above triangulates with accounts at her site, both in victim’s reports 

and the peer and supervisor disavowals (see Victim-Blaming sub-section below, this 

section), but also with teachers’ reports from Collins and St Wooten’s. In Sally’s 

accounts of sexual harassment at Collins Academy, she also spoke of how she ‘fed it to 

them’, in effect responsibilising herself for her harassment: 

 

Interviewer  Are there any gender issues? Like gendered behaviours you 
think? Like being a female (.) in an all-boys’ school? 

Sally … definitely (.) especially being I think I was 21 (.) 22 when I 
first started (.) and (.) I sort of had this perception of what a 
teacher should look like (.) what a teacher should wear (.) how 
they should act (.) and that's sort a (.) very naively (.) doing 
that with my Year 9 boys and (.) I had Year 9 (.) Year 10 boys 
being very sexually explicit to me (.) telling me quite intimate 
details about themselves (.) making nasty rumours (.) up (.) 
being quite (.) very sexual (.) very very sexual (.) telling me (.) 
I'm wearing hooker shoes (.) and I look like a hooker to (.) 
claiming that they saw me on the weekend doing particular 
things with particular people and (.) it (.) it was a really really 
hard (.) first (.) very (.) I think I was so young (.) I was (.) 
young enough to be their older sister basically (.) and I think 
they took advantage of my (.) naivety (.) and I was also 
probably fed it to them [laughs] as well. (Excerpt 303, Sally’s 
interview, Collins Academy) 

 

The sexual harassment by the boys in her class, who are as young as 13 years old, is 

particularly confronting. Sally talked about how this harassment was ongoing for the 

entire first year of her tenure and how “it was actually a hard year (.) really, really tough 

year … [and I said] if I have to have a year like this again I'm not teaching [again]” 

(Excerpt 304, Sally’s interview, Collins Academy). Sally’s account tallies with broader 

understandings of the impact of sexual harassment on women’s careers, confidence 
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(Moore, 2016), not to mention the impact on the quality of schooling in general 

(Robinson, 2000).  Like Leanne at Miller (see Excerpt 22), Sally also reported that at 

Collins, she “didn't get a lot of support from [her] curriculum leader [about the sexual 

harassment]” (Excerpt 305, Sally’s interview, Collins Academy), ultimately having to 

go over that person to the Head of School for help.  

 

Sally also informed me that the Head of School took the students aside individually and 

warned them, “just sort of laying it all out (.) on the line going (.) this could be taken 

down this avenue (.) and this is what could happen (.) [if] parents are involved (.) 

legally this could be tricky” (Excerpt 306, Sally’s interview, Collins Academy). On the 

one hand, Sally’s account of administrators intervening appears to be one of protecting 

staff. However, it is crucial to note how school administrators also shield elite private 

school students from consequences of their behaviour, not even seeming to inform 

parents if they can avoid it, instead worrying about how ‘tricky’ dealing with the 

ramifications may be. Considering the market disciplines that schools face, the fear of 

parent complaints, the authority and reach of parent voice and the vulnerabilities of the 

teacher-worker in relation to their employers (see Chapter Six - Asymmetries of Power), 

it stands to reason that these outbreaks of sexual harassment are inconvenient to say the 

least, because “when it’s bad [news], it spreads wide” (from Excerpt 124). 

 

Victim-Blaming 

At the institutional level, faculty leaders like Julia below, who on the one hand would 

complain about sexist behaviour (see Everyday Sexism, this chapter), still 

responsibilised her younger female colleagues, making them out as the ‘problem’ 

precisely because of their ‘femininity’: 

 

Julia I've been around [laughs] I'm in a boys’ school, like for me, 
put your hair back, cover up, wear pants everyday and it's 
about come only in here to get the work done do you know 
what I mean? Where as a lot a, I'm having problems with some 
of my staff, they're lovely, lovely girls 

Interviewer yup 
Julia they dress ve(.)ry femi(.)nine 
Interviewer yup 
Julia and the boys are just ga-ga and it's just, it causes havoc 

because we can't get, they can't get the work done. It's a very 
sensitive issue for young girls. You can't sort of say look, you 
look lovely [laughs] but you need to be a bit more modest 
[laughs] 
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Interviewer yes 
Julia and [the other curriculum leader] is like me, we dress the same, 

pants and business-like [taps table]. (Excerpt 307, Julia’s post 
observational interview, Miller College) 

 

The phrase ‘ga-ga’ also suggests the boys have lost their minds because of the 

immodest dress of the victims. The young female participants, instead of being victims, 

are responsibilised as being a distraction for the boys, it causes ‘havoc’ no less, and they 

boys simply ‘can’t get the work done’. This is a crucial turn of phrase, the expression 

‘can’t’ suggests that it is not that boys ‘won’t’ work, that they are agentic themselves, as 

Robinson argues “children like adults have agency and will access various resources 

and rules available to them in daily interactions, in an effort to exercise their wills” 

(Robinson, 2000, p. 88). As Julia sees it, the teaching group becomes ineffective if 

female staff can’t learn how to cover up, and masculinise their appearance like she does. 

Julia thus equates authority with the hegemonic masculine body … as the body of 

‘legitimate’ authority” (Robinson, 2000, p. 80). These heteronormative authority roles 

are coherent with teacher sexual harassment reported in public schools (Robinson, 

2000). As Robinson (2000) found, these logics also appear in Australian studies of 

teacher harassment in public schools where students were seen to equate femininity 

with weakness. As Keddie (2007) also argued, a teacher’s powerlessness and otherness 

is implicated when site-level and broader cultural discourses “[equate] the male body 

and masculinity with legitimate power and authority” (p. 30).  

 

Masculine Authority 

At all three elite schools, the discourses around masculinity and how it is constructed as 

a dichotomy between idealised notions of manhood against the limiting interference of 

helicopter mothers, produce masculine modes of authority as normative. For example, 

as one school leader argued, “naive women teachers have a harder time (.) if they're not 

quite firm … [and they] gotta learn how to do it” (Excerpt 308, Tracey’s interview, 

Miller College). This aligns with Robinson’s (2000) study of public school teachers, 

where “women teachers who were ‘more like men’ in their approach … were generally 

considered better teachers because they could ‘control’ students more successfully” (p. 

81). Moreover, in Tracey’s view, gendered relating is a non-issue.  

 

Interviewer [Are there] gender differences between how the female staff 
are teaching and learning  (.) and experiencing the space or 
would it be? 
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Tracey God! I hope not (.) I hope not [nowadays] (.) really? I think it's 
a personality thing (.) I don't think it's a gender thing. (Excerpt 
309, Tracey’s interview, Miller College) 

 

Like Tracey above, Robinson’s (2000) study showed how teachers in public schools 

who became the subject of sexual harassment led to them “being falsely considered to 

be ‘bad’ teachers by both students, other teachers and executive members” (p.83). 

Tracey uses a variety of discursive tactics for eliding gender discrimination, based on 

‘hope’ and incredulity as opposed to evidence. In a Foucauldian sense, this language of 

‘hope’ and other positive self-therapies of language that participants used, are also the 

self-technologies that allow them to evade uncomfortable questions. For example, Sally 

at Collins argued that for all those hard times being harassed that “it (.) made [her] 

probably (.) who [she was] now as a teacher … [that] it toughened [her] up a hundred 

percent” (Excerpt 310, Sally’s interview, Collins Academy).  

 

Sally has become less ‘naive’ and ‘toughened’, similar to Louise, a very experienced 

teacher at Miller, who reported how she “… can be quite hard … but kids have to have 

that respect” (Excerpt 311, Louise’s interview, Miller College). These “masculine 

discourse of authority” (Robinson, 2000, p. 80), paradoxically also threaten to displace 

gender as a problematic, by suggesting that to survive in an all-boys’ school a female 

teacher’s libidinal dimension of relating must be carefully managed, disappeared if 

possible. As Leanne suggests, “five years on, I don't think I get [sexually harassed] as 

much (.) I’m like a fixture of the school now” (Excerpt 312, Leanne’s interview, Miller 

College). The ‘fixture’ is the ideal state for the female teacher whose very gender is in-

itself a threat to her work-role success. However this is not so easy for the young 

teacher as Leanne’s account suggests, which tallies with Robinson’s (2000) findings 

that “male students often perceive younger female teachers as sexually accessible, due 

to the proximity of age … [which] further diminishes the women’s power in the eyes of 

students” (p. 85). 

 

It is crucial to note that once masculinity becomes conflated with order and authority, as 

opposed to femininity as being associated with chaos, temptation, and disorder, that 

female teachers are incentivised to downplay their gender effects entirely. Gender is 

literally under erasure if teachers are incentivised to ignore it: 
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Robyn  All the research that I have ever read it says kids learn teachers 
not gender. All the, and I cannot (.) judge whether in, whether 
my, how the kids behave in another class with the male teacher, 
I have no idea … [but]I don't think gender makes (.) any 
difference at all, but I think it would be very interesting to sit 
in and follow a group of kids around and (.) 

Interviewer and see how they behave in different classes? 
Robyn hmmm hmmm [agreement] but I don't think it actually makes a 

difference … gender affects certain things so you can't 
discount it altogether, but I think at the end of the day, was I 
more successful teaching boys and, male and female classes, or 
successful teaching male classes? I would say there's no 
difference. (Excerpt 313, Robyn’s interview, Collins 
Academy) 

 

Robyn argues above that ‘all the research’ she has read suggests that gender doesn’t 

matter. Yet there is clearly scholarship on gender and teachers’ experiences of workload 

stress and classroom stress that indicate real differences in how male and female 

teachers experience their work-lives (Antonio, Polychroni, & Vlachakis, 2006; Chaplain, 

2008; Klassen & Chiu, 2010). Robyn’s account in this light looks more like an article of 

faith than evidence, since she has in any case no visibility over these practices as she 

admits. Her discourse is akin to a ‘bait and switch’ strategy, which admits that gender 

‘affects certain things’, but these ‘things’ have somehow nothing to do with successful 

teaching whatsoever.   

 

These disavowals and misrecognitions are also visible in the accounts young female 

teachers’ who were victims of harassment themselves. For instance, walking between 

classes and talking to Lynn, she did give indications that she had her suspicions that 

gender was at play: “Yeah, like I always think, to myself, sometimes, if they probably 

wouldn't behave with me like they would with an older male staff member” (Excerpt 

314, Lynn’s interview, Miller College). While Lynn downplays the boys’ culpability for 

their behaviour and their attempts at humiliating her that I had observed, she did later 

admit how she’d “had two boys, one was asked to leave the school ... [and another] one 

left because of (.) other bad behaviour. So in this year I've had (.) yeah I've had horrible 

kids … while I was on camp (.) multiple ones got suspended, like it's just (.) it's an 

interesting class …” (Excerpt 315, Lynn’s interview, Miller College). What is crucial to 

note how Lynn routinely downplayed the culpability of the ‘horrible kids’ as ‘just 

teenage boys and an ‘interesting class’ or that they were ‘just obstinate’. These 

rationalisations can also be seen vividly in Leanne’s accounts where, even though she 
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gave several examples of boys’ sexual harassing behaviours, she still suggested the boys 

were acting innocently: 

 

Leanne  [The boys] don't really mean anything by it, like I think they're 
just boys and they're silly and they're just (.) trying it on a little 
bit. But girls, from being a girl at school, remembering having 
male staff members, I think it's a little bit more with intent. A 
little bit more with purpose … Like I don't (.) I don't think, the 
boys aren't maliciously [long pause] they don't target females 
maliciously 

Interviewer mmhmm 
Leanne I think it's just a, it just kinda happens. (Excerpt 316, Leanne’s 

interview, Miller College) 
 

Leanne’s statements above construct the female as “aggressively sexual” (Groneman, 

1994, p. 337), as opposed to the boys, who are hapless and innocent. When it comes to 

boys, in Leanne’s view, sexual harassment is just a case of happenstance (see also 

happenstance discourses in The Nuances of Hypocrisy section in Chapter Five). Yet this 

positioning of boys as innocent juxtaposed against girls who have a ‘little bit more 

purpose’ appears as a permutation of the victim blaming, by suggesting only girls are 

capable of malicious sexual wrongdoing. As Groneman (1994) argues, this view of 

nymphomaniac girls as “devouring [and] depraved” (p. 337) is pervasive in popular 

culture. This insinuation, which both “terrifies and titillates men” (Groneman, 1994, p. 

337), reflect in many ways the myth making that becomes possible when gendered 

dimensions of practice come under erasure. These erasures can be seen in the 

ascendency of the “recuperative masculinity politics” (Lingard & Douglas, 2003, p. 

158) around “boys as the new disadvantaged” (Keddie, 2009, p. 1), who are victims of 

feminist politics (Lingard & Douglas, 2003).  

 

As Keddie (2007) has pointed out, issues of gender and power have become subsumed 

within boys’ education imperatives that are yoked to discourses around educational 

performance rather than gender equity. At the level of the school site there can be socio-

affective and personal history imperatives that energise teachers’ interests and efforts in 

their gender segregated schools. Still, what is interesting is how female teachers 

position themselves vis a vis the boys (as seen in the motherly and supportive female 

teacher in ‘The ‘Servant’ Provider section, previous chapter). In Jill’s case for example, 

while she implicates her subordinate positioning in considering herself “really 

privileged position to be able to have that conversation with the boys [about sexism]” 
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(Excerpt 317, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s). She also does this through a brand of 

feminism that appears mindful of the reactionary arguments of masculinity politics 

(Lingard & Douglas, 2003). As Jill puts it, “if [she] can keep presenting positive role 

model … isn't that better that twenty-nine (.) twenty-six boys sit in my class everyday 

and see that (.) rather than somebody coming in rah, rah, rah (.) hate men (.) rah, rah, 

rah (.) rah? No!” (Excerpt 318, Jill’s interview, St Wooten’s). Jill in this way clearly 

attempts to assert a type of feminism that hopes to navigate beyond the pejorative anti-

feminist discourses portrayed in the “masculinity politics of various types and media 

representations of a ‘gender war’” (Lingard, 2003, p. 33). However, it also stands to 

reason that by redeploying these pejorative tropes, she instead aligns herself with the 

gendered power relations that are in fact oppressing her and her female colleagues.  

 

While accounts from young female teachers within the elite private school are certainly 

provocative, it is still crucial not to lose sight of the seemingly ancillary actors, for 

example, colleagues, the school leadership, the boys and parents. The practices and 

discourses of these various actors are all part of the everyday ways in which this 

heterosexist discursive ensemble is reproduced, if only through their silences and 

disavowals. Yet young female teachers who were the victims of sexual harassment also 

participated in their own oppression by internalising the victim-blaming that their 

colleagues and school leaders met out; for example, by trivialising or disavowing their 

own experiences. It also stands to reason that the successful older female teachers 

would not want to undermine their own narrative of success by suggesting that their 

gender within their schools is fraught. For it appears that those female teachers who 

have succeeded within their elite private school actively marginalise young female 

colleagues, who do not eschew feminine ways of being. As Louise suggested: 

 

I work with a lot of people and my view when I walked into room or what, 
to know when your best and worst kid in the class, you did it wrong, you 
got told, end of story, that's not appropriate, end of story. There's not this, 
let’s be friends, call me by my first name [parodies voice of a teacher with 
laissez-faire approach and how they might verbalise such intentions to 
students]. (Excerpt 319, Louise’s interview, Miller College) 

 

Louise is quite disparaging of what she sees is the permissiveness of some of her 

colleagues. This is the same discourse of masculinity as Robyn’s account above. These 

older female teachers’ perspectives help contextualise younger female teachers’ ideas of 

respectable pedagogy and responsibility as one “based on their perceptions that ‘force’, 
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‘power’ and ‘control’ were [are] credible and effective discipline methods” (Robinson, 

2000, p. 83). What is curious however, are the contradictions in these teachers’ roles, 

that articulate an unresolved tension between being caring (or motherly) and being firm: 

 

[Y]ou got to have something to relate to me and I can be quite hard.... 
that's the way I was trained ... some of them are frightened to come and see 
you because they don't understand (.) I say its code switching guys, [yup] 
you know my code is, when you're in a relief class or yard duty, this is 
what's required cos I want to see you safe and healthy. In my office I have 
to code switch to talk to you about other things ... so as you code switch 
between your teachers, I code switch between my roles (Excerpt 320, 
Louise’s interview, Miller College) 

 

Louise’s answer to the masculine-feminine contradiction is code-switching, that is, she 

merely plays different roles or games in different contexts. This may work for Louise, 

but the seemingly stable persona she projects she projects is one of gruff and black and 

white authority. Like Julia and Tracey, Louise too dressed with “pants and business-like” 

(from Excerpt 307, above) attire during my visit with her. However, for Louise, these 

masculine logics that she suggests commands authority, also appears to suits her 

practice, which by her own admission was “probably better suited to boys [inaudible] 

anyway” (Excerpt 322, Louise’s interview, Miller College). This firm approach to her 

teaching, where she “black and white, no grey. So it was either right or it was wrong”  

(Excerpt 323, Louise’s interview, Miller College) is precisely what the younger female 

teachers attempt to do. 

 

Young Female Teachers’ Experiences 

Young teachers appear to take on the logic of masculine authority as it tends to intersect 

the common-sense notions of boundary setting, as Louise put it “my view is sit down, 

this is my name, you'll all call me Ms [Teacher's name] dah da da da dah ... set your 

boundaries and every kid likes boundaries” (Excerpt 324, Louise’s interview, Miller 

College). This truism of teacher practice is something that several young female 

teachers appeared to try and enact. For example, Sally at Collins talked about how it 

was important “to always draw that line ... and [would say] nah you overstepped” 

(Excerpt 325, Sally’s interview, Collins Academy). Likewise, Lynn parroted this maxim 

about being “firm, friendly and fair” (Excerpt 326, Lynn’s interview, Miller College). 

However, Sally at Collins, for all her talk of setting boundaries, still conceived of this 

approach as one of positioning herself as illegitimate against heterosexist norms: “I feel 

like their mother (.) I sit there and go (.) just yelling at them constantly (.) and this is 
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what we have to do no excuses shut up let's get them done” (Excerpt 327, Sally’s 

interview, Collins Academy). Sally’s self-imagining as the ‘nagging’ mother, brings 

into view how heteronormative understandings can position a female teacher 

disparagingly within masculine authority norms: 

 

[The boys] would joke about it in class about how I was emotional … I 
just had to joke about it and let it go, because if I like, you know, you 
kinda damned if you do and damned if you don't. If you get uptight and 
upset about it then you're just reinforcing (.) what they're teasing you about. 
(Excerpt 328, Leanne’s interview, Miller College) 

 

Likewise in Robinson’s (2000) study of public school teachers, the author brought into 

view how women were perceived as “as ‘losing control’ when exerting their authority 

aggressively … [and that] when becoming agitated or angered, their voices often reach 

a higher pitch, [thus] distancing them further from respected notions of authority” (p. 

81). If authority is a vexed issue for female teachers in elite private schools articulating 

within heterosexist patterns of behaviour and understanding, then it stands to reason that 

this code switching for young female teachers is a difficult ask. For those who do not or 

cannot domesticate their feminine bodies, or fail to deploy firm boundaries, they are 

faced with the prospect of being responsibilised for the boys’ behaviour. As Leanne 

suggested,  “I think the reason that we (.) we tend not to [address sexual harassment], is 

because (.) we're worried that people might view us as having done something wrong ... 

like did we encourage the behaviour or did we not set appropriate boundaries” (Excerpt 

329, Leanne’s interview, Miller College). In my observations of Lynn’s classes with 

Senior School boys, there were clearly examples of boys transgressing these boundaries 

and the teacher’s inability to police them: 

 

Lynn does a Q & A [with the boys], some of the terms have sexual 
connotations, e.g. [Market] penetration, Lynn balances humour with what 
needs to be done … 

 
Lynn Sit down, sit down!  
Boy I’m not a dog! 
Lynn I did not say that, you’re being a pot stirrer 

 
Lynn moves around to talk to boys. She talks about the ‘hierarchy of needs’ 

 
Lynn food, water 
Boy Sex! 
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Lynn [smiles, walks off]. (Excerpt 330, Lynn’s Senior class 
observations/notes, Miller College, see Appendix D for full 
class observation transcript) 

 

I observed four of Lynn’s classes at Miller College. Like Leanne’s account above, Lynn 

was clearly making choices to good-humouredly redirect their behaviour rather than to 

take it on directly and met out consequences. Out of these four classes there were clear 

indications in the senior classes, two of the four observed, that boys were being 

deliberately provocative and attempting to embarrass and humiliate the teacher by 

making sexual references as she made her way through the content of the lessons. At 

one point in the above class she used the phrase ‘market penetration’, which received 

laughter from the boys and it clearly exasperated her. Quinn (2002) however has argued 

that forms of sexual harassment twinned with a suppression of empathy, what the author 

calls a ‘compulsory disempathy’, is a form of ‘gendered play’ between males that has 

the “power to form identities and relationships based on these common practices 

…[which becomes] a means by which a certain type of masculinity is produced and 

heterosexual desire displayed” (p. 394).  

 

The boys in the above account (Excerpt 330) are clearly inverting the power relation by 

refusing to constituted as subordinate to the teacher’s authority. Instead, they invert her 

authority by positioning her within their discourses. For example, the phrase ‘I’m not a 

dog!’ (from Excerpt 330) demonstrates how students can repurpose the teacher 

discourses teachers and invert the holism they espouse to their own ends. As the teacher 

starts to lose control and attempts to grab power, the student, in a provocative manner, 

delegitimates her action, by implying that she is being authoritarian and thus breaking 

this holistic compact. Similarly, shouting out ‘sex!’ (from Excerpt 330) is clearly 

designed to get a laugh out of the other boys as well as position the teacher within sexist 

discourses where men typically have power over women. This practice is akin to how 

Kottler and Swartz (1995) argue that wolf-whistling and other gendered discourses are a 

means to invert the authority of women. Similarly, Walkerdine (1993), who observed 

children in a nursery setting, also described how boys can refuse the adult’s authority 

and seize power through deploying sexist discourses that reposition the teacher as 

subordinate.  

 

It is no surprise then that Robinson (2000) suggests that sexual harassment is about 

power. Yet not just power over women, but also “about male power within male groups” 
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(Robinson, 2005, p. 20), which can also be seen in gender ‘microaggressions’ through 

which male students discipline each other to idealised and gendered forms of group 

identity (for a fuller elaboration, see The Tribal Mystic sub-section in the Everyday 

Sexism section, this chapter).  Masculinity enactments such as these not only produce an 

exclusive masculinity (see Everyday Sexism section, this chapter), but a dangerous one, 

precisely because it is premised on a lack of empathy for the feminine ‘other’. The 

implications of the social nature and group norming that occurs around these harassing 

behaviours, is when the lone female teacher must confront a group of boys, the group 

will act cohesively in spite of potential oppositions that might be immanent within the 

diversity of the group itself. As Lynn also went on to suggest that these episodes of 

harassment can “infect the class” (Excerpt 331, Lynn’s interview, Miller College).  

 

This group dynamic of sexual harassment tallies with Robinson’s work in that sexual 

harassment also functions as ways in which boys and men create a sense of identity and 

“cement gendered cultural bonds” (Robinson, 2005). However, while Lynn notices their 

behaviour, she doesn’t quite clearly understand what is going on, on even if the 

behaviour is indeed particularly gendered. I call it harassment, but for Lynn, when I 

asked Lynn about the sexual innuendo from the older boys, she replied: “they obviously 

think its hilarious … and I was thinking, oh my god, I'm just trying to get through this 

paragraph because I'm embarrassed and I thought you would be a bit embarrassed (.) 

but you know (.) it's just funny (.) it's just teenage boys” (Excerpt 332, Lynn’s interview, 

Miller College). What is crucial to note is that the teacher doesn’t understand why 

students show no empathy or don’t mirror her unease, she puts it down to a ‘boys will 

be boys’ argument. It is perhaps no surprise that these teachers can then look “naive” 

(from Excerpt 308), when the boys’ agency is excluded from the problematic, even by 

the victims themselves. 

 

This section has made visible the fine-grained detail of the not-so-‘privileged’ position 

that female teachers articulate in. Earlier research  (Keddie, 2007; Kenway & Willis, 

1997; Robinson, 2000) in government and non-elite schools displays many of the 

characteristics of the data collected in the study, that is, how masculine or heterosexist 

discourses can “provide an environment where sexual harassment is a powerful resource 

for boys and men” (Robinson, 2000, p. 82). The young female teachers’ accounts in this 

study affirms the scholarship on the harassment of female teachers in public schools, 

which outline the “powerful spaces that many boys continue to inhabit” (Keddie, 2009, 
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p. 1) and how the come to learn that “practising sexual harassment does work to gain 

power” (Robinson, 2000, p. 88). However, there has been little visibility in the literature 

with regards to sexual harassment of female teachers in the elite private school settings 

until now. Moreover, the resource-rich context of the elite private school adds other 

contingencies that are specific to their situation and the current moment in our 

technological age.  

 

Not only do the high-fees and market visibilities augment boys’ authority and status in 

relation to their female teachers, but the totalising pervasiveness of digital 

communication technologies and social media in the current moment of the digital 

revolution is enabling ever new spatialities of oppression, where boys are able to enact 

sexual harassment and participate in social constructions of a potentially dangerous 

forms of masculinity. These technologies that elite private schools heavily invest in and 

attempt to integrate into everyday learning practices also provide the means by which 

boys are more easily able to manifest young female teachers as sexual objects; for 

example, using video and image capture devices as well as how they relentlessly search 

for them online. In this sense they are both sexualised objects and objects of prey. The 

evidence suggests that young female teachers are particularly vulnerable cohort in all-

boys’ elite private schools. 

 

The spatialities of practices, how sexual harassment is actualised over a certain terrain, 

utilises certain spaces, in this case the lone teacher in a room full of boys, meshes with 

gendered dimensions of relating to produce a situation where female teachers, 

especially if teachers are “young and female” (from Excerpt 294). In addition, the 

various disavowals of sexual harassment, deresponsibilisations of perpetrators and 

victim blaming, produces disciplinary effects on a number of levels for young female 

teachers. These effects extend not only into the personal; for example, the discipline of 

female teachers’ bodies and the effects on their mental health, but intersects teachers’ 

professional understandings and practices as well, which speaks directly to their 

pedagogical agency. Yet there are also multiple ways in which these aspects of teachers’ 

lives mesh together. It stands to reason that young female teachers want to achieve 

success in their roles. If their pedagogical success is tied to how they can domesticate 

eros within their classes, and if they are responsibilised for achieving this, then the only 

logical outcome is that they will ultimately be complicit in downplaying their 

experiences themselves.  
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What is crucial to note is that institutional silences around sexual harassment not only 

discursively negate responsibilising the boys’ transgressions, but allow the elite private 

school the opportunity to sidestep its responsibilities to their teachers. In all-boys’ 

schools like the elite private schools in the study, this then produces situations of where 

female teachers are routinely isolated and vulnerable. Moreover, the exclusive 

masculinity practices within these schools, (see The Tribal Mystic sub-section in the 

Everyday Sexism section, this chapter), which includes a compulsory disparaging stance 

towards females and feminine virtue, appears then linked intimately to sexual violence, 

which would destabilise arguments around the benefits of gender segregation and 

exclusivity of elite private boys’ schooling. It stands to reason that these market 

visibilities and the particular situation of the asymmetric power relations that teachers 

are embedded in, would impact teachers’ willingness to report sexual harassment and 

perpetuates a situation where young female teachers are vulnerable to sexual violence. 

 

Conclusion 

This final findings chapter has focused on the historical and emergent practices in the 

elite private schools in the study around masculinity, sexism and sexual oppression. In 

the first section, Sport, Alt-Sport, and Feminine Otherness, I explored how sport and the 

broader co-curricular on offer in elite private schools still maintains a construction of an 

exclusive and heroic masculine subject against a passive and much derided maternal 

other.  In the second section, Everyday Sexism, I examined how teachers articulate their 

practices in heteronormative terms and how these understandings and their agency are 

shaped by the myriad of everyday practices and discourses. The teachers themselves are 

active in this action, taking-up or mediating them as they see fit, either through their 

own pedagogical understandings or personal/historical influences. What the evidence 

brings into view are the heteronormative understandings and sexism that articulates 

between teachers and their colleagues and between teachers and their students and 

parents and how these dispositions can be transported by the everyday practices of elite 

private schooling, in particular sporting practices and tribal practices that are historical 

in nature. 

 

These heterosexist dispositions that affirm the privileges of males and the subordination 

of females also mesh with the asymmetric power relations between the parents (and by 

proxy the boys) and teachers, which appear to put female teachers in an unenviable 
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position.  In the final section, The Privileged Position, what is perhaps most startling is 

the extent of sexual harassment that young female teachers seem to be on the receiving 

end of. Young female teachers appear as a vulnerable cohort on all three sites, made so 

by not only the spatialities of practice such as how the lone teacher is clearly always-

already outnumbered within classrooms, but by almost ‘tribal’ masculinity practices 

between boys in particular, which appear to produce an exclusive and disempathetic 

masculinity that necessarily requires a subordinate, objectified and controlled female 

other. Moreover the very ‘everydayness’ of gender discrimination and sexism, its 

normative status, peer disciplines and administrator disavowals, which arguably back on 

to how ‘bad news’ travels, undermines young teachers’ efforts to speak up about these 

issues.  

 

The evidence also suggests that both male and female teachers do not understand the 

energising factors that drive gendered discrimination and harassment, the affirmations 

of hyper-masculinity implicit in sport and alt-sport, everyday forms of sexism of male 

staff and the visible privileges that their capacity to engage in sport brings, as well as 

the responsibilising of the victims sexual harassment/discrimination because being 

harassed becomes equated with poor disciplinary practices, which in any event are only 

legitimated by masculinised modes authority. These inter-subjective contingencies 

outline the constraints on agency for young female teachers. At the same time, this 

situation also implicates those who enjoy material pay-offs for their support of the 

status quo. Thus, the ‘hovering demon’ of boys’ obsessions with sex (Chandos, 2012, p. 

284) emergent in stories of the English Public school continue to haunt the elite private 

school to this day where eros still runs amok in new and emergent practices and 

spatialities both real and virtual. 
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Chapter Eight - An Ecology of 

Privilege 
 

This chapter elaborates on the analysis and discussion in the three previous findings 

chapters. In the first section of this chapter, Key Findings, I briefly summarise the key 

findings. In the next section, Elaboration of the Findings, I examine these key findings 

sequentially to explore the coherences, disjunctions and aggregations. Through an 

ecological lens, I look at the overall effects of the various discursivities and spatialities 

that impact the working lives of the teacher participants in the study. Following this, I 

present the implications of these findings and discuss recommendations for future 

research in the Implications and Recommendations section. Here I discuss the 

implications of the study in terms of practice, theory and methodology, policy and 

school management as well as political implications of the provocations of this work. In 

Limitations of the Study I detail and evaluate the key limitations of study beyond 

methodological questions raised in Chapter Two - Research Framework.  

 

Key Findings 

This section presents the key findings that emerged from an examination of the central 

themes taken across the three findings chapters; each will be discussed in detail in the 

elaborations that follow. The key findings are: 

 

1. Teachers are found to endorse rather than challenge the social legitimacy 

of elite private schooling through quasi-moral philosophies and a 

multivalent discursive repertoire of disavowals, elisions, and erasures. 

2. The relations of power between teachers and parents, and between teachers 

and administrators, are highly asymmetric, suppressing teacher agency, 

autonomy and authority. 

3. Hyper-masculinity, with dimensions of shame, machismo, danger and a 

compulsory dis-empathy that marginalises female staff, continues to be a 

dominant expression of the ideal masculinity in the elite private schools in 

the study. 

4. The sexual harassment of young female teachers by elite male students are 

enabled by gender-segregated practices, the threat of market visibilities 
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and digital technologies that extend the reach of these transgressive 

behaviours. 

5. Teachers actively participate in discourses of erasure, victim blaming and 

disavowals, which produce a context-for-action that legitimates sexual 

oppression and encourages the under-reporting of sexual violence.   

 

In the next section, Elaboration the Findings, I discuss these key statements and 

elaborate on the evidence from each of the three findings chapters. I also draw out some 

of the in-chapter analysis in terms of the research questions posed about the work of 

teachers in these elite schools. 

 

Elaboration of the Findings 

The discussion in this section elaborates on each key finding. I discuss each finding in 

turn, revisiting and extending the themes emergent in the previously presented chapters. 

I also begin to explore the broader implications of the various connections and 

disjunctions between the practices and discourses of teachers and those of the elite 

private school. The key findings are discussed below in the order they appeared in the 

previous section.  

 

1. Teachers are found to endorse rather than challenge the social legitimacy 

of elite private schooling through quasi-moral philosophies and a 

multivalent discursive repertoire of disavowals, elisions and erasures. 

 

In the first of the three findings chapters (Chapter Five – Illusions of Privilege), I 

explored the various neoliberalisations of teachers’ working-life in high fee-paying elite 

private schools. While some teachers do report an understanding that the elite private 

school parent is expecting a ‘return on investment’, what also appears in teachers’ 

accounts are quasi-moral discourses of care, sacrifice and choice. These quasi-moral 

discourses construct a notion of a moral and right-acting elite private school parent, 

which at the same time legitimises the purchasing power of this high ICSEA index 

school clientele (see elaboration of ICSEA in Chapter Four).  

 

Teachers may participate in these quasi-moral discourses, but they also actively deploy 

a range of discursive repertoires such as ‘equivalencing’ discourses, ‘naturalistic’ 
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discourses, and discourses of ‘happenstance’ in speaking back to questions around the 

social justice issues that I raised with them. In conversation, the teachers in the study 

would typically admit that inequality was an issue, but their responses were pragmatic, 

evasive or equivocal. Sometimes their reactions were more candid about their 

participation in reproducing inequality, yet not without some caveat. However, none of 

these ameliorating logics achieve a seamless closure over the social reckoning around 

inequality and social justice. This was evident in that there were at least some teachers 

who did not altogether ignore the obvious moral questions and were discomfited by a 

variety of aspects of their situation. 

 

As Leanne from Miller College put it, taking the role at an elite private school “still isn't 

ethical (.) completely, but (.) I don't know, I hope that by what I do in the classroom … 

if I can make them like at least (.) realise?” (from Excerpt 67, emphasis added). The 

perspective that consciousness of privilege and inequality is a step to ameliorating was 

found in teacher discourses at all three sites. In Leanne’s case, for instance, these 

comments seemingly mesh together to produce an uneasy but effective buttress against 

critique, but potentially also Leanne’s own sensitivities. However, Leanne’s struggle for 

words implicates the incongruity of her position and by implication that of the elite 

private school. Yet, the contradictions of privilege with the values of community, which 

elite private schools themselves espouse, are ultimately reconciled by fatalistic 

rationalisations and apologism.  

 

To make the elite students ‘realise’ how privileged they are, is a sentiment that is also 

found in the sociological literature of elite student subjectivities, where researchers 

suggest that awareness raising is almost revolutionary work (Howard, 2010; Howard et 

al., 2014; Pease, 2010; Stoudt et al., 2010). In this study, it is apparent that these 

philosophies undergird the service learning and philanthropic imperatives that teachers 

suggest. Yet, elite gestures towards egalitarianism also embed the idea that they have a 

better vision than those who may speak back from the margins, “because these people 

can't help themselves” (from Excerpt 74, emphasis added). This strongly suggests that 

no amount of awareness-raising can hope to discover “a pedagogy for strangers that will 

sustain a democracy” (Hutchinson, 2004, p. 74), precisely because awareness-raising 

concurrently positions the elite student as rightfully acting unilaterally, as an 

archetypical protector, over their passive other. In addition, service-learning 

programmes and philanthropy not only repurposes the misfortune of the other to 
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legitimate elitism, but also positions ‘these people’ as a negative referent in the 

identification practices of elite actors. While these types of affirmations are visible at 

the level of institution practice (Howard & Kenway, 2015) and studies that report 

similarly regarding student subjectivities (Kenway & Fahey, 2014a; McKinnon, 2017), 

this study adds to this the insight in that the findings show that teachers actively affirm 

these philosophies by routinely redeploying them themselves. 

 

Findings show the broad discursive ensemble that teachers participate in. What is made 

apparent is that these establish and legitimate a separate and exclusive spatiality of 

privilege, which actively alienates teachers from their ethical relation to those who are 

excluded. As discussed above, for most teachers in the study, this obligation to others 

was discharged through awareness raising and the consolation of elite philanthropy. Yet, 

these gestures of inclusion do not reinvigorate the “webs of mutual responsibility” 

(Connell, 2012, p. 681) that social justice advocates call for. Teachers instead use a 

range of discursive repertoires to evade challenges to these inequities and wall 

themselves off from their responsibilities towards the common good of all students and 

not just those in their immediate care. As one teacher put it: ‘I'm not dealing with 

people who can't afford to come here … I happen to be dealing with here (.) but these 

kids here, there's still disadvantage” (from Excerpt 42). In this sense, 

“communitarianism is a movement with no place beyond already self-identified 

communities” (Hutchinson, 2004, p. 73). 

 

These elite communities regularly appear portrayed of exclusivity and separateness of 

privilege in the literature (Kenway, 2013; Kenway & Koh, 2013; Waters & Brooks, 

2015). Moreover elite spatialities are accused of producing a social ‘apartheid’ (Weis et 

al., 2014) that is achieved through school to postsecondary high-status tracks (Kenway 

et al., 2017; Moosung & Ewan, 2016) and beyond to high value jobs (Clark & Bono, 

2016; McCulloch, 2008; Vickers, 2005). Elite private schools have also been 

interrogated for their complex histories of colonialism leading to present day globalised 

capitalism and the rise of elite global circuits (Beaverstock et al., 2004; Kenway et al., 

2017; Loh, 2016), as well as how they represent a commodification of schooling 

(Prosser, 2016; Windle, 2009). This study affirms what is known about these schools, 

but adds an insider view to how these highly exclusive systems of privilege are 

reproduced without exception.  
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Teacher repertoires that justify the exclusivity of elite private schooling, for example 

those discourses that construct supposed elite disadvantage, help reduce if not expunge 

teachers’ moral and personal culpability for their role in the collective harm that elite 

private schooling visits on the non-elite spectrum of schooling enactments and school 

children that is well-rehearsed in the literature (Firth & Huntley, 2014; Kenway et al., 

2017; NOUS Group, 2011). Yet, the ecological perspective in this study brings to light 

how not only how teachers apparently take up niche arguments utilising a broad array of 

discursive tools, but also how these practices mesh with their own needs.  

 

It is this meshing of incentives, personal histories and values, in and through contexts-

for-action, which powerfully acts to stabilise the privileges of elite private schooling 

against threat or reform. For example, when pressed on these issues of inequality and 

privilege, some teachers admitted their uneasiness and expressed a need to tackle these 

issues. The overriding need for employment, the conditions of this employment and 

how lucky many of them felt to be working in these privileged spaces, emerged to be 

compelling factors that bind the teachers to their schools’ purpose. Yet, there are other 

exigencies at play, such as their socio-affective ‘investments’ teachers make in their 

relations with students that is widely understood as leading to better behaviour. Further, 

such teacher dispositions are encouraged by administrators keen to provide the type of 

individual attention that parents are apparently looking for, which also has the effect of 

reducing the potential for parent-teacher conflict that school administrators are also 

keen to avoid. Yet these dispositions align with teachers’ own understandings of what 

undergirds good behaviour and classroom engagement, thought widely to naturally 

follow these relational investments. As Rick from Miller put it, “if you haven't built a 

relationship with a kid, [the student is] not going to do anything for you …” (from 

Excerpt 237). These relational pedagogies emerge as ecologically connected to the 

affective domain of teacher socio-investments, but more importantly stabilises the 

broader discursive ensemble that shields teachers from this immanent critique around 

social justice. 

 

It is crucial to note that at times teachers themselves appear to self-identify with the 

school and the students in their judgements and responses. For example, how Jill 

suggested that “[we have to] acknowledge we are privileged to be here but we have to 

do the best that we can (.) do we get it right all the time (.) no (.) but I haven't worked at 

any school that gets it right all the time” (from Excerpt 69, emphasis added).  This 
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conflation of the teacher’s identity with her elite private school students, speaks to the 

socio-emotional investments that some teachers make in their schools and particularly 

in their students.  

 

An ecological view of how privilege works, foregrounds the interconnectivity between 

the intimate and intricate ways, ‘whys’ and ‘wherefores’ of actors who appear to 

maintain the hegemony of their social systems. The range of apparent ‘payoffs’ and 

socio-affective investments that undergird teachers’ ongoing efforts on behalf of their 

schools, incentivises teachers to keep supporting site-level practices in spite of their 

contradictions. Teachers and their practices are held in place by their “golden handcuffs” 

(from Excerpt 108), which actively support such practices and at the same time provide 

a niche for the practices to reproduce in sustainable ways. Thus, while Foucault (1982) 

argues that there are a “whole series of power processes (enclosure, surveillance, reward 

and punishment, the pyramidal hierarchy)” (p. 787) within schooling that “ensures 

apprenticeship and the acquisition of aptitudes or types of behaviour” (p. 787), this 

study adds the nuance and specificity to how teachers are active agents in this so-called 

‘apprenticeship’. The exigencies that bear down on teachers do not stir them into 

practices without their own self-technologies being implicated in these processes. 

 

2. The relations of power between teachers and parents, and between teachers 

and administrators, are highly asymmetric, suppressing teacher agency, 

autonomy and authority. 

 

In the second findings chapter, Chapter Six - Asymmetries of Power, I explored the 

evidence around relational experiences of teachers with the various stakeholders of their 

schools. The evidence quite clearly demonstrates that teachers understand their 

subordinate social relation to parents. As one participant lamented, teachers are being 

thought of by the parents as a “a servant [stresses the word] (.) provider [which is] 

partly to do with the client (.) base … [the] very wealthy clientele” (from Excerpt 129). 

Wealth disparities between teachers and parents “who earn millions of dollars that 

[teachers] will never earn” (from Excerpt 134) is certainly a factor in teachers’ 

understandings of the weight of parental authority and expectations.  

 

High fee-paying parents are understood by teachers as having a legitimate voice 

because they’re “paying 25 grand they've got a say” (from Excerpt 151) and because 
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paying equates in quasi-moral discourses with ideals of caring and sacrifice. 

Nevertheless, teachers are fearful of the potential of parent complaint and their school 

administrators’ sensitivity to how bad news would resonate amongst the parent 

population. As one teacher from St Wooten’s put it, “the word of mouth here is (.) you 

know (.) is strong (.) it’s very strong” (from Excerpt 151). As Jenny from St Wooten’s 

argued, the “parents [are] on top (.) Admin underneath and then the staff underneath … 

[where teachers are being] seen as more as (.) a vehicle to use” (from Excerpt 129). 

Thus, teachers in the study seem caught in-between the client and their elite private 

institution, appearing charged by their administrators with the task of keeping parents 

happy, while somehow balancing this imperative against the integrity of the schooling 

programme.  

 

These ‘market’ or ‘defensive’ pedagogies form particular modes of relating; creating an 

array of practices and discourses that respond to market imperatives or to put it bluntly, 

to both give the parents what they want and to keep conflict from erupting. Teachers 

report that their Heads of School are “worried about parents ringing up” (from Excerpt 

156) and “[don’t] want any surprises” (from Excerpt 137) or are actively engaged in 

encouraging teachers to “get the parents on [their] side” (from Excerpt 123) or more 

defensively, reported to be tasking teachers with “keep[ing] the parents at the gate” 

(from Excerpt 125). Teachers’ fear of parent authority appears justified when a 

teacher’s inability to keep their clients happy can quickly produce parent complaint, 

followed by sanction imposed from their administrators.  

 

These practices are not without their inherent contradictions. For example, how teachers 

suggest visibility is just good practice of keeping the parents informed, onside and civil, 

but was also clearly “a survival thing (.) [to] get in early” (From Excerpt 137). Yet as 

Brad from St Wooten’s put it, “the parents if they had their chance they would go (.) 24-

hour contact and demand (.) you respond to them in their time” (from Excerpt 113). 

Communications and social media technologies may ward off parent challenge, but the 

disciplinary effects of these panoptical technologies all the more increases the 

asymmetry of power between the already high-value client and the teachers themselves. 

As Sally from Collins argued, “now it's (.) in some ways [the teachers] nearly feel 

bullied (.) by parents” (from Excerpt 130). 
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The fact that elite private schooling is precisely a commodity that wealthy parents pay 

for and want results from, appears to legitimate these excessive aspects of elite school 

teachers’ work-lives. As Paul from Collins suggested, “people pay a lot of money to 

[attend elite private schools] … there's a lot of pressure that because you're selling a 

very expensive product that people want a return on” (from Excerpt 14). These 

‘marketised conditions’ (Windle, 2009) are not confronted by the holistic pedagogical 

understandings that teachers also report. At St Wooten’s, market-focused pedagogical 

choices such as giving easy grades or “avoiding political questions [in curriculum]” 

(from Excerpt 157), was reported as a “way to keep parents off your back” (from 

Excerpt 169). Yet there were also teachers clearly intent on progressive pedagogies, 

who at the same time, were careful of incurring the wrath of institutional gatekeepers. 

 

Even for those in leadership roles, not wanting to embarrass the school was a crucial 

dimension of their accounts, where they seemed to fear that they might say at interview 

something that could be deemed to go against the school’s reputation. For example, as 

Jill at St Wooten’s who suggested that she had to be careful in her revelations at 

interview because of potential repercussions and that she “[had] to protect [her]self .. 

[Because she didn’t] ever want to find [her]self in a situation where [she was] in front of 

the head (.) the boss sort of saying what's going on here?” (from Excerpt 213). These 

complicities in teacher accounts are more dominant than resistances, working together 

to energise overall effects of subordination and the hobbling of teacher agency. 

 

Teachers’ accounts also suggest that these transactional logics are not accepted entirely 

without mediation. For example, the heterosexist parent practices are not accepted 

without some effort at intervention, as John from Miller College argued, “we've got a 

moral responsibility to punt kids out that are not so gender biased and gender arrogant” 

(from Excerpt 288). Teachers in the study also produce accounts where they question 

the schooling processes that seemed excessive; for example the arduous reporting 

sequences, and how sport was impacting their academic programme. Nevertheless, 

although teachers clearly do suggest they are pursuing holistic goals and raising 

questions about their moral purpose of schooling, these trajectories do not mesh to 

produce tangible resistances or moments of solidarity and collective agency. Instead, the 

glimpses of communitarianism appeared underpinned by friendship groupings, even if 

they seem to fall within faculty relational arrangements, or erupt around shared issues. It 

seems that moments of shared insight form stabilisers because they give teachers a 
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means to let off steam or to be consoled. Yet these moments do not seem to support 

teacher professional collegiality and shared understandings of their agentic potential and 

crucial role as steward of the academic process.  

 

In earlier studies of elite private schools in the Australian context, teachers appear as 

agents of a powerful clientele and that “they are made to feel it” (Connell, Dowsett, 

Kessler, & Ashenden, 1981, p. 107). Yet, if “agency involves the possibility of 

challenge and refusal” (Silverstone, 2002, p. 777), then institutional agency, or agency 

wrapped in power or holding to the coat-tails of power, is not agency at all, because it 

will never seek to destabilise the elite private school project itself. If, as Bowles and 

Gintis (1988) argue, the principles of “contesting and protecting social asymmetries 

accounts for critical forms of social action and solidarity” (p. 240), then the absence of 

these forms of social enactment within teacher ranks implicate them in the elite private 

school paradigm.  

 

For the most part, teachers report a poverty in terms of collegiality, as Rick at Miller put 

it, “there isn't any [collegiality] … [supporting each other is] just a mateship thing, we'd 

just become mates” (from Excerpt 199). Likewise, Trisha at St Wooten’s likened the 

collegial environment to a highly competitive environment, driven by divisive practices 

from management, where “they [have a] divide and conquer attitude … it's like being 

on bloody Lord of the Flies island … kill or be killed” (from Excerpt 196).  In 

contradistinction, at the Collins Academy Middle School, teacher accounts suggest that 

there were relatively harmonious relations with parents and school administrators. Yet 

while this hyper-competitiveness seen at Miller and St Wooten’s seemed absent, there 

were still clearly legitimations of hierarchical power, the misregcognition of the concept 

of empowerment as linked to authority, and group norming effects around pedagogical 

practice that suggest that power relations have been effective in keeping the social space 

free from outbreaks of internecine competition between teachers.  

 

These contradictions in teacher practices and understandings do not prefigure 

contagions. This mixture of affirmation, accommodation, reflexivity and partial 

resistance, supports Wetherell and Edley’s (1999) assertion that “complicity and 

resistance can be mixed together” (p. 352). As Deleuze (1992) suggests, “a regime [or 

dispositif] is capable of containing contradictory [enunciations]” (p. 163). Complicity 

and agency are then concepts that are not so easily disentangled as to articulate as 
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simple oppositions, but instead appear as a multiplicity of overlapping and meshing 

‘game[s] of truth’ (Foucault, 1997). Results of this study affirm these theoretical and 

empirical insights, yet advances the understandings of how teachers are active in 

navigating elite institutional logics and offers evidence into why these institutions 

persist. They do so because they are held together by teachers’ agency in navigating and 

stabilising these tensions rather than taking them to task.  

 

3. Hyper-masculinity, with dimensions of shame, machismo, danger and a 

compulsory dis-empathy that marginalises female staff, continues to be a 

dominant expression of the ideal masculinity in the elite private schools 

in the study. 

 

In the final findings chapter, Chapter Seven - Pedagogies of Subjugation, I began by 

exploring teachers’ understandings of sport, alt-sport, and the various co-curricular 

activities that these schools all offer. As one would expect, sport continues to be a 

central aspect of teachers’ work-lives in elite private schools, whether they wish it or 

not. Teachers in the study understand that for some parents, sport is a crucial element of 

the educational package that they are buying. As a result, sport and success in sport are 

seen as necessary “to keep (.) enrolments going” (from Excerpt 229).  However, even 

teachers who have a somewhat non-plussed relation with their school’s sporting practice 

are not provoked into an oppositional practice to sport beyond their everyday grumbles. 

These petit oppositions appear more as a means of articulating sufficient discord to be 

authentic to their own pedagogical thinking, without needing to actively pursue an 

oppositional practice to sport, which instead becomes an always-already and forever-

more element of elite private school practice. As one teacher put it, “the school will 

always do sport … [it’s] part of our identity, who we are …” (from Excerpt 231).  

 

The value of sport to both the institution and teachers also then meshes with hyper-

masculine modes of relating through teachers who valorised sport, the value of team-

work/group cohesion, and also participated in ‘toughening up’ discourses (Donaldson & 

Poynting, 2007; Poynting & Donaldson, 2005). The meshing of heteronormative ideals, 

sporting imperatives, institutional goals and pedagogical benefits, brings a visibility to 

how these anachronistic values have persisted into the modern era. Even when teachers 

argue that sport and alt-sport practices are hybridising and making allowable a 

cosmopolitan subjectivity which blends feminine logics, this cosmopolitanism 
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nevertheless maintains a heterosexist footing where manly, ironic and rugged 

masculinities are organised as a binary against a subordinate feminine other.  These 

ostensibly cosmopolitan discourses and alt-sport practices still maintains at its apex the 

hyper-masculine enactments that subordinate feminine virtue and ergo female subjects, 

while eliding any and all other non-dichotomised understandings of selfhood that would 

be even more profane vis a vis these heterosexist logics. 

 

Teachers also actively construct exclusive forms of elite masculinity through supporting 

tribal-like identification practices, which legitimates male privilege in opposition to 

feminine otherness. It is also crucial to note just how and why teachers do this. On the 

one hand it stands to reason that group cohesiveness is valuable in putting down 

incidences of bullying. Thus, it makes sense that teachers would want to encourage this 

to produce a “ … strong rivalry with the other Houses and that strong connection” (from 

Excerpt 265) that encourages solidarity within each House. On the other hand, the 

combination of competitiveness and exclusiveness of the House itself encourages group 

bonding in masculine terms of utility, manliness and sporting prowess. These hyper-

masculine modalities inflect modalities of empathy, caring for others, into enactments 

that mirror the competitive environment. In Miller College for instance, being a “good 

bloke” (from Excerpt 263) and being empathetic appears inverted and inflected as 

practices of peer shaming and group disciplines, where in-group fighting and bullying is 

literally put down by shaming and more aggression instead of ameliorated by empathy 

and care.  

 

This finding affirms studies into how male group cohesion developed through 

“microassault, microinsult, and microinvalidation” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 271). This 

finding also tallies with Stoudt, Kuriloff, Reichert and Ravitch (2006) and their study in 

an elite private school in USA, who also describe how “fear and shame, or the threat of 

shame, were significant [part of bullying]” (p. 37). Stoudt et al. (2006) worked with 

teachers and students in this study, but the teachers only appeared to reflect on how 

their practices contributed to the bullying culture between boys. This study adds to these 

insights by examining the teacher practices that appear as attempts to suppress bullying 

and how these practices are paradoxically inverted and legitimated by historic practices 

such as the House system and modes of hyper-competition. 
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The evidence in this study suggests that the by-product of these affirmations and 

suppositions of elite masculinity, which are arguably cannibalising rather than 

hybridising, is that legitimate roles for female teachers become confined to that of the 

maternal other. Yet this archetypal figure who appears necessary for the care of the boys, 

still appear as a hindrance to boys’ ultimate transition to manhood. The female teacher 

is thus caught between the horns of ‘domesticity’ and ‘delilahism’ (Delamont, 1989). 

‘Delilahism’ in Delamont’s conception of heterosexist norms, is where women become 

seen as “weakening the structures [of industry and the university] to bring [men] down” 

(p. 132). These heterosexist attitudes are seen in this study to negatively impact female 

teachers’ experiences in their schools. For example, the female teachers who reported 

that if they were assertive or pressed a feminist viewpoint, suggested that this would be 

viewed as aggressive or that they would be demeaned and even mocked by their male 

colleagues. This heterosexist disciplinarity within modes of relating, which privilege 

males over females, is visible in how the female teachers typically respond to the 

apparent male privilege. In particular, by espousing how lucky they are for getting the 

chance to work in elite private all-boys’ schools or by using humour and solidarity to 

cope with or civilise rather than confront these anachronisms, female teachers appear to 

have little choice but to submit or accommodate this heterosexist paradigm. 

 

The female teacher accounts of how they coped with the everyday sexism they 

encountered, sat in contradistinction to how male teachers in the study tended to 

rationalise their tenure; that is, as a consequence of their skill-set, their choices and their 

agency. These teacher logics also appeared to intersect the heteronormative and 

paternalistic structures of authority within the school. For example, where teachers defer 

to the rule of their male Heads and see their seemingly absolute rule as justified. These 

various practices and discourses that legitimate power relations along heterosexist 

logics, constructs and affirms male privilege as normative.  Female teachers, even those 

who were the victims of sexist attitudes still did not stray to far off the script of 

heteronormative modes of relating. Instead it was found they had a role in producing 

discourses that mirror their male colleagues’ explanations of their practice; that is, in 

heteronormative rather than professional terms.  

 

These heterosexist themes are visible in the seminal works on elite private schools like 

Walford’s (1986) early study of English Public schools, where he concluded that the 

roles adopted by most of the women typically “reinforce[d] sexist, familial and 
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heterosexist norms” (p. 183). This study finds that these norms continue in the present 

era; that is, that these narrow binary categories for female teachers appear to persist in 

elite private all-boys’ schools today. This sits at odds with visions in the literature of 

‘well-rounded’ and ‘empowered’ (Wardman et al., 2010) femininities that elite female 

subjects elaborate in all-girls’ elite private school research (Allan, 2010; Allan & 

Charles, 2013; Allan, 2009; Forbes & Lingard, 2013, 2014). This study finds that the 

situation of the female teacher in the elite private boys’ schools is far more precarious. 

They do not seem as empowered as some of the participants suggest, but rather appear 

to be making the best of a situation where they are clearly subordinate and at times 

oppressed. 

 

4. The sexual harassment of young female teachers by elite male students are 

enabled by gender-segregated practices, the threat of market visibilities and 

digital technologies that extend the reach of these transgressive behaviours. 

 

The forms of sexual harassment described in Chapter Seven - Pedagogies of 

Subjugation, clearly violate the human rights of female teachers, including behaviour 

from boys in elite private schools, such as “unwelcome sexually determined behavior 

[sic] as physical contact and advances, sexually colored [sic] remarks, showing 

pornography and sexual demands, whether by words or actions” (Committee on the 

Elimination of Discrimination against Women, 2006, General Recommendation No. 19, 

para. 18). The effects of this gender violence appear to make teachers feel “all or any of 

the following: embarrassed, frightened, hurt, uncomfortable, degraded, humiliated or 

compromised; which has the further result of diminishing a person’s power and 

confidence” (Robinson, 2005, p. 21). The findings in this study affirm broader studies 

of sexual harassment (Gartner & Sterzing, 2016; Quinn, 2002) and sexual harassment in 

schools in particular (Keddie, 2007, 2009; Robinson, 2000). However, the findings also 

show how the particular circumstance of the elite private school arguably increases the 

scope and incidence of sexual violence and extends the knowledge of just how and why 

sexual harassment has been under-reported within elite private schools. 

 

As Robinson (2005) points out, sexual harassment is not just about sex, but about power, 

and not just power over women, but hierarchies of power between in-group members. 

An example of this in-group dynamic can be seen in how males harassing women in the 

company of other males can be a means of building identity and relationships, however 
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egregious these practices may be (Quinn, 2002). This “compulsory disempathy” (Quinn, 

2002, p. 392) towards the female other can be seen in the practices of boys in elite 

private schools in relation to the young female teachers in the study. For example, by 

how provocative acts from a small number of boys can “infect the class” (from Excerpt 

331); that is, where the harassment of the teacher can be led by a few and by how the 

remainder of the class can join in these social encounters. This masculine disempathy 

can also be seen in my observations of male staff joking about female staff in pejorative 

fashion, but also in a distinctly socialised way (see; for example, Excerpts 279 & 280). 

 

In addition, the sexual harassment by boys in elite private schools that is reported by 

young female teachers; for example, stalking, sexual intimidation, sexually related 

gossip, upskirting and so on, is found to be energised by digital technologies and social-

media in particular. School administrators are aware of these incidents and make 

attempts to manage these issues themselves by intervening using social media platforms. 

Digital communication technologies, thus, form a crucial element of the elite private 

school practice and discourse and is something that participating schools appeared 

heavily invested in. However, the utility of digital technologies is understandably 

contradictory, producing moments of positive collaboration as well as moments of 

distraction. As Paul suggested “you [can’t] teach kids to swim by not letting them in the 

pool” (from Excerpt 186). Yet it is not just ‘distraction’ that is the problem, but how 

these technologies can be re-purposed towards more transgressive urgencies such as the 

sexual harassment of young teachers. However, apart from these behind-the-scenes 

mediations such as intervening at moments of crisis, the administrators and school 

leaders are not actively and visibly addressing sexual harassment with their school 

community. Instead, administrators appear to be simply keeping things quiet. This is 

hardly surprising considering the potential market impact of scandal. As one school 

leader reportedly said to the perpetrators in regard to her sexual harassment, “[if] 

parents are involved (.) legally this could be tricky” (from Excerpt 306).  

 

This brings into view a distinct element of elite private schooling, that is, their market 

vulnerabilities that are immanent because of expectations of parents who are paying 

high-fees for the most exclusive schooling product as an ‘insurance policy’ (Meadmore 

& Meadmore, 2004). As Waters and Brooks (2015) argue, elite private schools are 

indeed active in their spatial practices, because of their “need to depict physical and 

emotional safety and protection to parents” (p. 90). This situation augurs against a 
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transparency in dealing with issues of sexual harassment and precisely why these issues 

are so scandalous when they erupt from time to time in media reports (Benns, 2016; 

Carmody, 2016; News.com.au, 2017; The Australian, 2017). The market disciplines that 

the elite private schools are especially vulnerable to, suggest that this is a crucial 

element of why there sexual harassment is by and large disavowed and disappeared. 

 

5. Teachers actively participate in discourses of erasure, victim blaming and 

disavowals, which produce a context-for-action that legitimates sexual 

oppression and encourages the under-reporting of sexual violence.   

 

Teachers in the study participate in making critical incidents disappear. They reported 

reasons such as they are embarrassed or because they know, by watching how their 

colleagues and administrators respond to outbreaks of harassment, that they will in any 

case be responsibilised for the behaviour of boys. The sexual harassment of young 

female teachers is not only disavowed by administrators and older female teachers who 

simply refuse to accept that gender matters, but if reported the blame for sexual 

harassment is reported to oft fall on its victims. Reports of victim blaming and the 

excuse making for the boys’ behaviour, suggest that not only is there an active denial of 

a dangerous schoolboy masculinity, but an enablement of it through silences and 

ambivalences around these transgressions. These ambivalences can be seen in how a 

teacher who had been routinely harassed and spoke at length about her experiences still 

reverted to apologising for the boys’ behaviour towards the end of the interview, when 

she said “[the boys] don't really mean anything by it, like I think they're just boys and 

they're silly and they're just (.) trying it on a little bit … it just kinda happens” (from 

Excerpt 316).  

 

The responsibilisation of victims is perhaps the most concerning aspect of sexual 

harassment of young female teachers by boys in elite private schools. This victim-

blaming discourse is foundational aspect of the enablement of what some regard as 

‘rape culture’ (Herman, 1984; Zaleski et al., 2016). Yet it is also apparent that victims’ 

fear of institutional repercussions can lead to their own self-censorship, for example, in 

how the ‘boys will be boys’ type excuses can also be internalised by the victims 

themselves. However, these various practices and discourses of teachers and school 

leaders mesh together to actively disappear sexual harassment, reduce the situation to 

one of managing public relations. As Foucault suggests, there is a “capillarity” 
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(Foucault, 1980, p. 201) between the oppressed and their oppressors. This finding 

coheres with studies of how elite private schools manage their public image through 

studies of media (Barnett, 2008; Saltmarsh, 2004, 2005). However, this study adds an 

additional insight into how teachers’ discourses can align with their institutions in spite 

of the invidious positions they find themselves in.  

 

An ecological perspective suggests that the disappearance of sexual violence is not a 

script of the administrators alone. For example, the nexus of wider teacher 

understandings of what good practice looks like in all-boys’ schools, couples together 

with a variety of heterosexist dispositions. Yet, Julia at Miller, while suggesting that 

young female teachers are to blame for driving the boys wild, that the boys go “ga-ga … 

[that] it causes havoc [and that] they can’t get the work done” (from Excerpt 307) does 

not equate her victim blaming with the type of discriminatory behaviour from male 

parents that she herself considers “disgusting”. Instead, the victims of sexual harassment, 

in her view, are quite literally asking for it because of the way they dress, when they just 

have to “put [their] hair back, cover up, wear pants everyday” (from Excerpt 307). Here 

the female body itself is inscribed within power relations mobilising and itself 

mobilised by heterosexist understandings, where the body becomes the site of the 

foremost transgression, the ‘original sin’ so to speak. 

 

This section has elaborated on the findings in the study. The most provocative aspect of 

the study is the subordinate and vulnerable position of female teachers and young 

female teachers in particular. This situation has implications for teachers’ agency and 

wellbeing in elite private schools, because masculine disempathy, sexual violence, 

gender hierarchies always-already position females as vulnerable and powerless, as 

sexual objects rather than human beings. These dangerous masculine productions, 

linked to sexual coercive behaviours by elite students, victim blaming and gender 

hierarchies of authority, delegitimates the feminine presence beyond mothering and 

energises an exclusive male privilege that young female teachers appear to pay the price 

for. The fine-grained detail of teacher’s practices and the constraints upon their agency 

in relation to sexual harassment speaks not only to the limitations of their agency, but to 

how institutional constraints function at the level of daily practice, text, talk and 

imaginings. These everyday betrayals of young female teachers by their peers and 

school leaders raise questions not only about the status of female teachers, but their 
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safety as well if silence appears as a condition of employment. I turn to discuss these 

implications and the implications of the broader findings of the study in the next section. 

 

Implications and Recommendations 

This section discusses the implications of the key findings and makes recommendations 

for future research. 

 
Implications for Teachers 

Teachers in this study are found to take up subject positions within an ensemble of 

discourses and practices, which appear to limit their agency to take the types of 

principled action that could antagonise their school administrators. It stands to reason 

that teacher collegiality, whether formal, informal, or via third-party hosted collectivism, 

can potentially make change. If these modes of solidarity are activated towards a 

common goal, it can potentially shift the balance of power within the asymmetric 

relations that teachers find themselves in presently. However, without a renewal of 

these understandings in relation to collectivism and modes of collegiality, teachers will 

continue to be vulnerable and their agency confined to institutional goals.  

 

In particular, this constraint on teacher agency and their vulnerability comes into sharp 

relief in considering the sexual harassment of young female teachers that do not 

provoke a collective response from the teacher cohorts in these schools. If teachers do 

not collectively attempt to challenge sexism and the sexual harassment within their 

schools in assertive ways, then they by-default leave the task of reform to the next 

intake of young female teachers. Yet, these most vulnerable teachers are unlikely to 

achieve some measure of amelioration of their situation without wider collegial 

understandings and institutional support. Moreover, if the situation only dictates a 

subscription to masculine logics, for example, the disciplining of female bodies to 

masculine norms, then civilising the boys (and male teachers) to gender-equality is an 

unlikely outcome. This brings to light the paucity of collegial teacher practices, which 

could adequately contest the decision-making apparatus of elite private schools.  

 

This collective agency is crucial to enabling teachers to push back against oppressive 

discourses and practices and the feudal-like hierarchies of power in school brought on 

by the excesses of parent pressures and state interjections that appear taken-for-granted 
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by teachers in my study. How this is to be achieved by busy teachers and market 

sensitive administrators is certainly a challenging issue to say the least. Moreover, 

school leaders are unlikely to support a notion of teacher solidarity, which could en 

masse push pack against their leadership decision-making and authority. However, if 

this situation is allowed to persist then it is likely that moral questions will remain 

dismissed and teacher ethics will remain deformed by the asymmetric relations of 

power they appear to articulate in. 

 

Implications for Elite Private School Administrators 

School leaders in elite private schools can take direct action in terms of addressing 

issues of bullying and sexual harassment of female staff. In particular, these issues need 

to be addressed through education of the school community and through breaking the 

silences around these issues. Without such admissions and conversations around sexual 

violence, the elite private school will continue to be fertile ground for sexual violence 

and intimidation. Moreover, considering how sexual harassment is now carried out in 

third-spaces like social media platforms, there is an urgent need to engage the 

community beyond the school. It is not only the young female teachers who are 

vulnerable, but these findings also have implications for female students beyond the 

gates. The school also does not control the spatialities of social media in which much of 

these forms of bullying and gender oppression are taking shape and the courage to make 

visible and disrupt these modalities of schoolboy masculinity is not only a key to safer 

schools, but safer communities.  

 

This also brings into view the construction of gender in heterosexist terms that the elite 

private boys’ schools in this study appear to reproduce. While the broadening of the 

curriculum beyond historical modalities of violent schoolboy sport is certainly a step in 

the right direction, the everyday elements of hyper-competition and tribal practices 

remain not only unchallenged, but an integral part of the educational package. Yet these 

practices also appear to breed a form of tribalism that is potentially producing 

dangerous and exclusive forms of masculinity. These bounded tribal practices, that sell 

well in the marketplace even today, need to be challenged if the coming generations of 

young elite males are not to consider themselves above and beyond the social registers 

of those excluded and marginalised, or feel that gender oppression and sexual coercion 

is normative. For school leaders with visibility over these issues, the courage to engage 
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teachers in reimagining these practices are crucial elements of that can enable a 

transformation of practice. 

 

Courage in particular is needed, because an authentic engagement and commitment to 

change would also destabilise the privileges of their schools and their current 

asymmetric authority. However, this would merely recognise that the pedagogical 

imperative is intimately linked to the benefit of society as a whole rather than the ‘lucky’ 

few. Without envisioning this relationality and embracing practices of genuine 

engagement with egalitarian ethos, elite schools will continue to be regarded as elitist. 

But more importantly, educational inequality will persist to the detriment of the 

disenfranchised and the vulnerable. 

 

Implications for Policy Makers 

This study has implications for not only sexual harassment policy, which shields 

students under the age of 16 from culpability for their harassing behaviours, as they are 

not covered by the Sexual Discrimination Act (Australian Government, 2016). 

Additionally, the findings, considering the ways that structuring an education system 

around privatised and commodified schooling, have implications for transparency. As a 

key player in setting up the schooling market in Australia, education policy around 

high-stakes testing and market visibilities is implicated in the secrecy and silencing 

around issues that might harm a school’s market viability, such as sexual harassment. 

Moreover, the evidence of sexual harassment and the oppression of young teachers in 

elite private schools also raise questions about how young females in general are 

affected by these educational policies. 

 

While the sexual harassment visible in this study is the most provocative element that 

draws succour from this lack of transparency, there are also other aspects of teachers’ 

work that are endlessly deformed by neoliberal informed policy-making. For instance, 

in spite of teachers’ arguments for holism and student-centred learning, the current 

policy regime, which see market mechanisms as only positive, are deforming and 

incentivising the practices tilted towards appeasing market imperatives. These market 

imperatives appear to generate practices that are not so much pedagogical as having a 

‘market appeal’; for example, seen in how ‘teaching to the test’ is a normative 

understanding of teachers. This type of critique, of the various neoliberalisations of 

teacher practice, is perhaps well rehearsed in these sites. However, the implication of 
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this study for policy-makers is that neoliberal-informed policies in education are 

potentially deforming pedagogical practices and constraining teachers agency, which 

would perhaps otherwise be more able to take risks in curricula or pedagogical 

innovation. It stands to reason that teachers and schools that are risk-averse are more 

likely to reproduce their practices than to transform them. 

 

Implications for Research Praxis 

The use of ecological metaphors in this study offers insights into how Foucault’s 

thinking on power and knowledge, his ideas on space and social assemblages can be 

thought anew and utilised in sociological work. This ecological thinking addresses the 

phallocentrism and linearity of his work, which poststructuralist thinkers have struggled 

with over the years following Foucault’s untimely passing (see discussion in Chapter 

Three - Research Framework). The concept of ecologies of truths and practices enacted 

over social spatialities offers a way of linking up the complexities of a research space 

intersected by a myriad of socio-theoretical and political imperatives. For example, in 

this study I have used the ecological metaphor to rework Foucault’s ideas on social 

assemblages (the dispositif) and space (heterotopias) that link up with elements of 

practice theory (Kemmis et al., 2014) and theorisations on gender violence (Robinson, 

2000; Robinson, 2005; Sue, 2010). These theoretical harmonisations make available 

Foucault’s analytical toolkit across these domains in spite of some of its perceived 

shortcomings.  

 

The empirical work presented in this study also provides grounds for the utility of a 

socio-ecological model. This perspective suggests that theoretical interjections cannot 

neatly separate any one element of social action or discourse from another. In particular, 

how seemingly disparate ideas and things can mesh together to produce niches, that 

otherwise do not necessarily make sense yet continue to persist.  The ecological model 

thus implicates the irreducible complexity of social institutions and how theorisations 

on gender, race and power must take into account the minutiae of how real actors go 

about harvesting, mediating, meshing and ignoring various imperatives to produce 

sedimentations as well as ‘contexts-for-action’ (Biesta & Tedder, 2007).  

 

Political Implications for Activist Scholars 

Findings suggest that appeals of well-meaning social justice campaigners will not be 

met with due consideration by elite private school stakeholders, but rather evasion and 
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resistance. In this sense, the findings present a threat to the elite private schools that 

participated in this study, such that my critique will likely be met with resistance rather 

than reception. However it is also arguable, that the cat and mouse game between 

researchers and their sociological quarry is in effect a negotiated peace or “pax 

dominorum” (Bourdieu, 1996, Foreword, p. xii, emphasis in original). If teachers 

articulate within ecologies that are complex and adaptive to threat then it stands to 

reason that elite sociology participates in some form of ecological arrangement that 

might paradoxically stabilise critique at the precipice of action. Scholarship then 

potentially serves to replace the pitchfork with the pen, allowing “a diversity of forms of 

power [to] coexist and vie for supremacy” (Bourdieu, 1996, Foreword, p. xii). 

 

Sociologists have argued that without research to support policy intervention the 

alternative would be to have policy “shaped through and by the media in ways that elide 

the complexities of the issues involved” (Mills, 2004, p. 343). However, considering the 

continued political struggles around funding arrangements for private schooling in 

Australia (Kenway, 2013; Marginson, 1997; Preston, 2011; Savage & Lewis, 2016) or 

the hypocrisies of “parents who are critical of Australia's school-funding model, yet still 

send their children to private schools” (Dux, 2017, para. 6), then it would seem that we 

have not come far from Olive Banks (1974) provocative words, when she suggested that 

“all sociologists have been able to do is to show us how little we have been able to 

achieve” (p. 7). It is no surprise then that Sawicki (1991) tasks the scholar to 

“continually ask ourselves why we write. What do we hope to achieve through our 

writing?” (p. 2).  

 

The findings in this study suggest that the urging of social justice advocates hoping to 

encourage a renewal of the “webs of mutual responsibility, especially shared 

responsibility for children” (Connell, 2012, p. 681) can only at best provoke modest 

accommodations by the elite private schools as has historically been the case. The 

implication for activists is that ‘top-down’ or ‘outside-in’ interventions will not likely 

reform such a system if it is not significantly disrupted beyond awareness-raising and 

appeals for the idealism of the common good. Connell (2012) pessimistically suggests 

that we have seen the end of equity as the greater goal of government and civil society. 

This may be the case, but it may also just be that this trend continues merely because 

there is a lack of political will in marshalling a quarrel with the private education sector 
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and its advocates, as has historically been the case in Australia with the Labor party 

(Ashbolt, 2010).  

 

It is also arguable that elite sociological inquiry could in fact maintain the status quo 

because it seeks to either reform elite schools or engage in a range of theoretical play. It 

is crucial that elite sociology does not find itself “thinking of power from the standpoint 

of its actual realization [sic], not of opposition to it” (Said, 1986, p. 151). Otherwise, 

scholars potentially risk fulfilling Eribon’s lament that “criticism made by intellectuals 

leads to nothing” (Foucault, 1988a, p. 154). The implication of Eribon’s criticism being 

that when intellectual labour is esoteric and inaccessible, then its political value is no 

more than that of ‘grumbles’ in print. The project of the elite private school will not 

bend or stutter from scholarly engagements with even more theoretically nimble 

strategies. The sociology of elite schooling is impotent if it does not develop and link up 

with the wider movements towards the overthrow of apartheid systems produced 

through mass schooling. 

 

One difficulty of course is how to challenge these ‘solitarist’ (Sen, 2006) systems in 

ways that do not immediately position them in opposition to this imperative. This may 

be an impossibility, as Pearson (2018) has recently argued in relation to Aboriginal 

rights activism; that is, that “the left have an altruism the right will never muster. Every 

progress we make will have to be fought for, and every battle will be partisan” (Pearson, 

2018, p. 34). The task here then is not to simply stop studying up, but to start fearlessly 

working to radically challenge and transform systems rather than to be content with 

merely rendering them in print. These challenges of these tasks are myriad, but the 

intractability of educational inequality only ratifies the urgency of doing research and 

intervention in places that are well defended. 

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

A potential avenue for research could be an action-research project which aimed to not 

only raise awareness with teachers of their roles and responsibilities to the wider society, 

but also to empower teachers in dealing with the oppressions of their subject-position. It 

is clear from the findings that teachers inside these systems feel constrained by their 

situation and in some cases are clearly oppressed. Thus it stands to reason that these 

provocations maintain a potentiality for some future action and cooperation if the right 

context-for-action can be produced and sustained. An engagement with teachers through 
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collegial action and research practice could help activate such a collective teacher 

agency.  

 

Research from within the action may have its obvious biases of the political, but as I 

have outlined in this study, these entanglements exist whether we care to acknowledge 

them or not. These interventions will not be easy considering the nimbleness of actors 

in these spaces and their ability to resist destabilisations of the elite private school 

project from which they themselves benefit. The myriad of ecologically meshed 

modalities of text, talk, doings and imaginings over spatialities in which they are 

actualised erect a formidable complexity. However, what the findings suggest is that 

what is needed is not just a map of the territory, but strategies for intervention that can 

be theorised as well as actioned. After all, these ecologically-mesh institutions outline a 

dispositif that is highly adaptive to critique. Thus, simply looking for more evidence to 

pile up and chastise elite private schools will not necessarily aggregate in value. In this 

light, future research must find a way to not only engage with policy-making, social 

justice activism and unionism, but also crucially with the stakeholders in elite private 

schooling themselves. It is arguable that pathway to reform lies somewhere between the 

hope for partnership and the ugliness of partisanship. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

This section details the limitations of the findings in terms of the scope of the study. For 

the limitations and delimitations of the methodological and empirical choices made for 

this doctoral project, see Chapter Three - Research Framework and Chapter Four - 

Research Methods. 

 

This research has had at its most central concern the agency of teachers in elite private 

schools. However, while the focus of the study is the teacher, it reflexively draws into 

the arc of my study their relation to other stakeholders including the students, parents, 

administrators, and ancillary staff. Thus, focusing on teachers still brings into view their 

“broader cognitive maps of influence and power” (Goodson, 2010, p. 13).  That being 

said, this study does not directly engage with school administrators, beyond a handful of 

participants who had senior executive roles. Moreover, there are no direct interviews 

with parents or students who also arguably impact on teachers’ agency, practices and 

understandings. It is perhaps paradoxical to invoke an ecological account when one is 
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looking from the specific location of the teacher within a wider social milieu. However, 

limiting the scope to the teachers was a logical methodological choice considering the 

focus on teachers’ agency. This is precisely because I wanted to think through the 

challenges teachers face in elite private schools from their subject-position in this social 

field. Nevertheless, considering the impact on teachers of their relations of power with 

their administrators, parents and boys, a case could certainly be made for moving 

beyond such a narrow focus to a more broad-based ecological methodologism. This 

would then include the wider network of actors and relations in a school’s social 

ecology.   

 

Being a study that is also grounded in the Australian context, this already leaves the 

project open to the charge of ‘methodological nationalism’ (Amelina, 2012). However 

central to this concern is the impact of taking national boundedness as an ontological 

given. Boundedness in the first place is not viewed within Foucauldian perspective as 

such a prefiguring, but instead always remains a discursive accomplishment open to 

interrogation. Moreover, considering the typology of elite private schools includes the 

fact that these schools trace their history back to the English Public schools, this 

understanding already brings into view a transnational arc embedded within these elite 

private schools’ historical narrative. In any case, while a transnational study is simply 

beyond the resources of this doctoral project, it is crucial to note that each national 

jurisdiction has its own specificities, its own geopolitics and histories, which bear down 

on contemporary institutions.  

 

In an ecological sense, the elite private schools in the study are institutions that are still 

rooted in local spatialities and histories, which can be considered niche manifestations 

within a broader ecology of elite schooling system, each with their own specificities 

considering the unique geopolitics of each national context. Thus, the urge to lump elite 

schools into an all-of-the-above category so that they can be compared internationally, 

could potentially elide the nuance and relevance to nationally-bounded actors and 

activists, whose sensitivity to discursivities of national contexts and local histories make 

possible on-the-ground interventions. From an ecological point of view, attending to the 

each specific niche in detail enables the building of a nuanced view from particular 

locations within the broader ecology of these typologically similar schools. Thus, it is 

arguable that attending to the particular is just as important as attending to the general 

case, if such a generalisation can be claimed at all beyond heuristic typologies. 
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Summary 

 
This chapter has elaborated on the analysis and discussion detailed in Chapter Five, Six 

and Seven. The key findings detailed in this summary chapter have direct implications 

for the various stakeholders in elite private schooling. These implications have bearing 

on the teachers especially, but also have consequences for policy-makers and 

administrators of elite private schools. What is crucial to point out is that these 

implications extend beyond the spatiality and temporality of elite private schooling. The 

findings regarding the sexual harassment of teachers and the (mis)use of digital 

technologies by elite private school boys are case in point. The boys who negatively 

impact the health and wellbeing of young female teachers in this study have lives that 

extend beyond their school that will also continue beyond their schooling years. This 

chapter also raises issues regarding the scholarship into elite private schooling and 

questions the motifs and assumptions found within the extant sociological literature. It 

challenges the political nature of elite schooling scholarship, which seems to endlessly 

take up the oppositional pathos sans the political enactments that it so willingly implies. 

I also have foregrounded that there are no safe or easily navigable pathways free of 

ethical questions when one is radically open to the implications of one’s own 

ambivalences and entanglements. I take up the thread of these issues in the Conclusion 

chapter that follows and make final assertions regarding the transformative potential of 

the agency of the teachers in my study. 
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Chapter Nine – Conclusion 

 

This study has been an attempt to move beyond the binaries of haves versus have-nots 

that are routinely played out in the media accounts of schooling in Australia. As I have 

argued, this politics of privilege produces oppositional conceptions that run rough shod 

over the minutiae of practice. These elisions efface actors and personify institutions, 

which at the same time disappears the nuance necessary for thinking beyond limiting 

binaries. This doctoral project instead has sought to uncover the fine-grained detail of 

teachers’ lives in elite private schools so as to understand their transformative capacities. 

The primary research question that guided this inquiry is: 

 

What is the transformative potential of teachers’ agency in 

Australian elite private schools? 

 

While it is tempting to think that a study such as this could adequately disclose some 

general mechanism through which a project for reform could be imagined, what is 

evidenced instead in this study is a complex and resilient social assemblage. When 

taken as a whole, the evidence suggests that the elite private institution dispositif 

resembles an ecological system that is highly adaptive and self-organising, through a 

complex of discursivities and material arrangements. These are actualised over 

territories both real and abstract, which are multiple and hybrid. While these spatialities 

can appear mutually exclusive or benign to the casual observer, on closer inspection the 

evidence suggests that they are ecologically arranged, that is, that while at times these 

practices and spatialities within the dispostif can argue past each other, there are 

substantive moments when they become nested or geared together. The findings 

chapters (Chapters Four, Five and Six) reveal a myriad of performances, truths, 

asymmetric relations as well as articulations of teacher agency, which all seem to ‘hang 

together’ (Kemmis et al., 2014) in ways that at times are seen to energise each other, 

while at other times remaining separate particularities. Moments of affirmation and 

discord appear to blend, mesh or simply slip over each other without tension, 

elaborating spatialities and being elaborated through spatialities. These discursivities 

appear also to harvest discord and the blind spots of forgetting, as much as they yoke 

themselves to coherences and the always-already historical practices.  
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As discussed in the preceding analysis, discussion and elaborations (in Chapter Five, 

Six, Seven and Eight), These contexts-for-action evidenced in teachers’ accounts in 

many ways run parallel to those found in the accounts of elite students (Allan, 2009; 

Barthon & Monfroy, 2010; Fahey, 2014; Howard, 2008; Kenway & Fahey, 2014a; 

Kenway & Lazarus, 2017; Wang, 2016), the interrogations of institutional level 

discourses and practices (Gannon, 2007; Kenway & Fahey, 2014b; Kenway & Lazarus, 

2017; Saltmarsh, 2007; Waters & Brooks, 2015), school administrators who are ‘key 

actors’ (Fahey & Prosser, 2015) and ‘leading choreographers’ (Kenway et al., 2017). 

However, in comparison to these actors and research foci, there is much less known 

about the in-between teacher and even less about this actor within the Australian context, 

as I have argued. As discussed in the Literature Review chapter, notwithstanding the 

substantive work of Connell et al., (1982) and Kenway (1988) some three decades ago, 

the sociological literature on elite private schooling in Australia is relatively silent on 

teachers’ work and their understandings. These specificities, in terms of this project, as 

to what teachers actually do within these schools, whether they are agentic-in-

themselves or merely agents-for the elite private schools and their wealthy clients, has 

largely remained a gap in the sociological knowledge-base.  

 

One of the more provocative and unforeseen emergent issues in the study was the 

sexual harassment of female teachers and boys’ agency in this regard. This is crucial 

axis of the study that emerged, linking sexual violence to institutional norms of 

masculine authority and masculinity. These dangerous masculinities, enacted through 

microaggressions and bullying, the exclusivity of a practiced male tribalism and a 

compulsory disempathy for female subjects, implicates the practices of the elite private 

school in sexual harassment and gender oppression. This study suggests that serious 

questions need to be asked about elite private school practices today in regard to these 

issues. This is arguably a vital finding considering not only the rising awareness 

regarding gender violence and equity issues felt globally at the present juncture, but as a 

means to begin thinking about constructively dealing with this important issue. 

 

This study also adds to understandings of how elite private school teachers navigate and 

legitimate their spatialities of privilege. It aligns with much of the elite private school 

literature, but adds specificity and nuance into how workers within these spaces mediate 

and deploy a range of discursivities on a daily basis. It extends understandings of how 

teachers utilise the very same resources that their students appear to use, but also 
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evidences how these discourses intersect the pragmatic necessities of teachers’ roles and 

their own socio-affective dispositions and personal histories. These pragmatisms 

highlight how these repertoires of affirmations and silences, as well as admissions and 

abjections, shape the ethics of teachers to their circumstance. This ensemble of text, talk, 

understandings, modes of relating, practices and rituals, pecuniary compensations, all 

with their own spatialities of actualisation, appear to equip teachers in the study with the 

necessary mechanisms and logics by which they can then presume themselves ethical 

and moral actors. The evidence of these co-habitations, in “ecologies and ecological 

relationships” (Kemmis et al., 2014, p. 44), reveal how teachers’ in the study, through a 

myriad of accommodations, productive exclusions and silences, appear to disassociate 

themselves from their wider social responsibilities. However, this is not so much a 

deformed or corrupted ethics, but an adaptive one. 

 

This adaptiveness occurs precisely because seemingly unrelated aspects of teachers’ 

accounts can still act as mutually affirming mechanisms. For example, quasi-moral 

discourses may legitimise self-interest of parents and the exclusivity of elite private 

schooling, but the good behaviour that teachers themselves enjoy and ascribe to the high 

fees the parents are paying for this exclusivity, also affirm elite private school privilege. 

Thus, teacher discourses appear as a mixture of rationalisations, some self-privileging, 

some legitimating, while some can remain discontinuous, yet benign. As Foucault 

suggests, discourses can be seen as “sometimes coming together, but just as easily 

unaware of, or excluding each other” (Foucault, 1971, p. 22). These contexts and 

couplings outline an ecology of privilege that is complex and adaptive by nature. This is 

precisely because teacher agency enables it to be self-organising within context-based 

limitations and resources. Thus teachers in elite private schools are not held in place by 

a seamless system of command and control. These actors are seen to exercise their own 

agency in legitimising and aligning themselves with the broader telos of their 

institutions.  

 

The evidence thus suggests an ecologically geared system rather than a power hierarchy 

that is over-against teachers is in effect. Teachers are entangled in their elite private 

schools through a productive meshing of their personal and professional perspectives 

and histories with site-based as well as extra-institutional factors. The myriad of these 

corpuscular phenomena and agencies ‘co-inhabit’ (Kemmis et al., 2014) the social space. 

Be it at the level of actuality and/or discourse or be it in real spaces or the virtual, 
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teacher agency and the limitations and resourcing in specific contexts all play their part 

in the maintenance and adaptivity of this social system. In this sense, the ‘fragile 

settlement’ envisioned in Kenway’s (1988) precursor study in Australian elite private 

schools is anything but fragile. Nevertheless, there are possibilities for change, however 

improbable they may seem. As Archer (2000) argues, the success of a transformative 

agenda “depends on their capacity to realise collective action” (p. 11), which can 

transform individual agencies into a common purpose. 

 

It is through this potentially agentic teacher within elite private schools that this study 

theorised a potential toehold for reform. For instance, a concerted attempt to rearrange 

power-relations through teacher collectivism could provoke a crisis and reorganisation 

of the elite private school project. Teachers’ collective agency could potentially 

inaugurate a radical transformation from within these institutions or at least offer a 

kernel of resistance to institutional power. However, if accountability to non-elite others 

has been reduced to the market, or left to be imagined in the polarising politics of 

privilege played out in mainstream media and personal relations with outsiders, then 

agents like the teachers who participated in my research have little if anything to gain in 

taking up oppositional narratives. Thus the answer to the question regarding 

transformative potential of teachers in elite private schools, at this juncture, is thus 

returned in the negative. 

 

This study finds that the teachers’ capacity to transform their schools is marginal at best, 

an impossibility at worst. The participants instead appear well resourced, incentivised 

and disciplined to maintain the status quo or to augment their school’s ongoing project. 

It stands to reason then that speaking truth to power is an unlikely outcome if teacher 

agency is corralled to institutionally sanctioned actions in the first place. Moreover, the 

evidence that teachers actively adapt to threat and have an array of discursive tools to 

legitimate their insularity, suggests that any potential partnership with teachers to 

interrupt the elite private school enterprise is unlikely to eventuate. Thus, on balance, I 

do not find any potential to transform the elite private school project in the Australian 

context even if discord and disjunction is visible within teachers’ experiences in these 

schools. Nor do I have any reason to suspect that a future context-for-action is likely to 

emerge without a radically different mobilisation by those concerned with the reform of 

these historic institutions. However, this pessimistic appraisal does not obviate the 

responsibility of individuals and groups in a democratic society from continuing to 
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confront these social realities. Instead, my dire assessment should outline the pressing 

need for just such a substantive political engagement, which can go beyond the 

academic arena, if change is ever to become a reality. 

 
Perhaps more importantly, while this study does not find significant evidence of teacher 

agency, whether acting for their own or for some third party political imperative such as 

that hoped for in the elite schooling literature, it does move the field forward in other 

significant ways. In the first place, this study revisions Foucault’s theoretical toolkit 

where it is blind or perhaps even stilted, constrained by the author’s reputed gender 

blindness and penchant for orders and metaphors of battle. It brings a fresh perspective 

to Foucault’s formidable tranche of theories and modes of analysis based on the work of 

contemporary theorists in the education field. To wit, the ecological turn in the current 

sociological literature does not negate Foucault’s work, but has been used in this study 

to augment it and bring fresh insight into the practices of elite private schooling. This 

fresh perspective on Foucault’s notions of the dispositif or the social assemblage, his 

notions of space or heterotopias, augmented by understandings of ecologies of practices 

(and discourses qua practices) enriches how we might otherwise have understood how 

power operates within these spaces of privilege.   

 

This study brings fresh empirical data to the fore that has not been visioned within the 

elite private schooling literature. In particular and most provocatively, the findings 

relating to the normative sexual harassment of female teachers in elite private boys’ 

schools are confronting to say the least. This study also evidences how boys in elite 

private schools are agentic in their own right and how they have the ability to enact their 

agency over spatialities both real and the virtual. The study also produced candid 

accounts from teachers that suggest that boys’ agency are made possible by how 

teachers themselves take up and reinforce these very same practices and discourses, 

through silences, apologisms and disavowals. Thus there are not only structural aspects 

that constrain teachers’ agency, such as the disciplinary visibilities made possible by the 

preponderance of digital technology and the power asymmetries within elite private 

schools. Teachers may find themselves harangued by needy parents and administrators 

focused on appeasing their clients, they may face sedimentations of historic practice, for 

example, sporting practice that privileges anachronistic masculinities and sexism, but 

crucially teachers are found to participate in their own oppression. In part, teachers in 

the study are constrained by their failure to embrace a collective social agency, instead 
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seeing agency as only legitimate as a proxy of institutional power. In short, teachers 

understand empowerment as being ‘in power’ and legitimately so no less.  

 

This study also throws the gauntlet down to sociologists focused on elite schooling and 

rightly questions the ongoing imperative to ‘study up’ in ever evolving nuances. On the 

one hand, the challenge in this respect is not to study up relentlessly without directly 

taking up more potentially antagonistic positions of political resistance against the 

privileges of the few. Yet on the other, these imperatives are never so black and white 

as one may like. It is perhaps self-evident that it is not possible to disavow one’s self of 

all political and social entanglements. After all, there is no going into the mountains to 

make revolution anymore, certainly not for the scholar with one eye on their tenure or 

first contract and the other on their mortgage or student debt. Yet it is precisely the ‘in-

between’ subject position, the space of entanglement that is my study, which also opens 

the door to discovering the secrets of institutions otherwise kept silent and undisclosed 

to outsiders. In the light of the findings in this study, I would argue that this is a hapless 

yet powerfully productive predicament. One that recognises that everyone is perpetually 

working within, across, between but never beyond the social they so quickly render in 

print. This does not mean that we are all equally resourced or privileged, but that we to 

think of power and privilege in bounded and hierarchical ways limits our vision into 

how these excesses and inequalities are ecologically geared in highly adaptable ways. A 

clear boundary between ‘us’ and ‘them’ may be politically expedient, but it is 

sociologically naive.  

 

This ecological framing refuses taken-for-granted oppositions and binaries other than to 

recognise those subject positions as ones we take up conveniently, are forced upon us, 

or that we find ourselves in for one prosaic reason or other. We are all in this sense 

struggling somewhere in-between rather than from below or above. This in a sense 

returns to the question of agency in the face of power that I tasked my participants with. 

I may have revealed these actors in ways that are shored up by the respectability of a 

scholarly process, yet the story is always necessarily incomplete. More so certainly 

without bringing into view understandings of how the very same factors, of power and 

reward, joy and limitation, fear and pragmatics, like ‘golden handcuffs’, can operate to 

shape scholarship in no less powerful ways. Thus, as I have already foregrounded, this 

study follows Geertz (1988) in a radical sense, that is, as “a comprehension of self by 

the detour of the other” (p. 99). 
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This study thus radically questions the assumptions within the elite sociological corpus. 

While it borrows and mimics it also reflexively questions its own contradictions of 

scholars who are obliged to follow the objective narrative of scientific processes while 

somehow remaining through-and-through entangled social actors. This makes this thesis 

a vulnerable text in this sense; that is, that it remains unflinchingly open to questions 

around the ethical entanglements of educational research done by insiders (or former 

insiders) like teachers such as myself, whose subject-position must navigate over the 

social terrain between the critical scholar and the trustworthy confederate. It also 

highlights the issue of ethics of research in entangled spaces that are never 

straightforward and never squared away once and for all. Thus to ‘study up’, as the elite 

sociological imperative appears to demand at this juncture, belies the fact that we are 

instead always-already inserted somewhere within a social ecology in complex and 

ever-evolving ways. In the end, this means that this text too is always-already and 

forever-more radically unfinished. I achieved after all the messy, vulnerable text that 

Lincoln and Denzin (2000a) foreground, because it was always going to be such a text, 

whether one admits it or not. 

 

This chapter concludes this thesis. It has found in the negative regarding the primary 

research question around the transformative potential of teacher agency in elite private 

schools. It instead finds that these actors are constrained by the social ecologies and 

how they enact the margin of agency that they clearly maintain, both in a theoretical and 

empirical sense. The contribution this study makes to the stock of knowledge is 

certainly significant in relation to the teachers in elite private schools in the Australian 

context as there has not been a similar substantive study for almost three decades. Yet 

while the emphasis of this study has been on the teacher within elite private schools, 

much has been also learned about the practices of other stakeholders, such as the parents, 

students and school administrators. The study has also contributed to the development 

and renewal Foucauldian theory and its application through the revisioning of 

Foucault’s ideas on social assemblages and space with more contemporary ecological 

framings. These empirical, theoretical and analytical trajectories potentially move the 

elite sociological field forward in significant ways. It certainly breaks fresh ground in 

terms of the visibility of teachers’ lives in Australian elite private schools that have for 

so long been a lacunae in the literature as well as brokering new analytical approaches 

based on a hybridisation of Foucauldian thinking. Finally, this study and thesis has also 
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provided a vehicle for a reflexive critique of academic practice and ethics when doing 

research in such well-defended spaces of privilege. Yet, as the trajectory of my reflexive 

critique foregrounds, it is never in any case a movement forward. A more accurate 

summary of this study’s contribution lies in understanding of its partiality and the 

perpetual struggle that remains unfinished, where steps forward are potentially also 

steps along well-worn ruts that one should remain cautious of. Instead, I argue that this 

work is best conceived of as entangled within the greater corpus of elite sociology in 

which it sits and traces its lineage. Yet it is through this entanglement that current and 

future scholars may not only find some measure of understanding of their own 

circumstance, but may even be (re)invigorated in their own pursuits for social change. 

This is my best hope. 
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Appendix A –Participant Information Statement and Consent form 

 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION STATEMENT 

 

 

Chief Investigator: 

George Variyan 

Phone: [Omitted] 

Email: [Omitted] 

 

You are invited to take part in a research study entitled Re-imagining practices in a 

leading private school through teachers’ voices. The study is being conducted in two 
major capital cities and in several leading private schools. This study is part of a 
program of research for a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) degree. 

 

Project Description 

The aim of this study is to examine and understand the practices of teachers in a leading 
private school from the inside-out. Your school has been selected participate in this 
study because of its status as a leading private school provider with a reputation for 
educational excellence and student achievement together with a long history and 
tradition. In current literature describing private schools, there is limited work written 
from the perspectives of teachers who work in these spaces. This project aims to address 
this gap by providing teachers with opportunities to present their perspectives and 
creatively reflect on their teaching. It is expected that teacher’s reflection on their 
teaching will have positive effects on their teaching practices and student learning. 

This process of professional engagement directly maps onto sections of the National 

Professional Standards for Teachers (See AITSL website for details) and will also give 
teachers an opportunity to reflect on their practices and to see just how their practices 
map onto and are intersected by other practices at the school site.  

 

The study will be conducted as follows: 

1. Observations - the researcher ‘shadows’ the teacher in their classes and other 
duties (dependent on availability) with the purpose of collecting data about 
different aspects of what their school day involves. The researcher will take 
notes during or after observations. Informal de-brief interviews with the teacher, 
where needed to clarify observer’s perceptions, will be conducted as convenient 
(these conversations may be audio recorded). 

2. Follow-up Interviews with each participant (40mins typically) where they will 
be offered and opportunity to represent and critique the complexities of teaching 

Re-imagining practices in a leading private school through teachers’ voices 
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practices and school rituals (the interviews will be audio recorded and 
transcribed for analysis). 

 

Participation 

After preliminary consent given by the school principal, teachers will be invited to 
participate in the study at an introductory staff meeting. Teachers will be informed 
about each of the phases of the project. During an introductory meeting (and prior to 
any observations/interviews), the teachers will be assured of the researchers 
commitment for anonymity and confidentiality (Note: pseudonyms will be used in any 
publications and reports).  

 

If you agree to take part in the study, you will be requested to: 

1. give permission to be observed during your work day. These field observations 
of the practices of teachers working with colleagues (perhaps in-classroom, staff 
meetings, or other sessions of professional development) will be observed and 
notes taken for analysis. Observations will focus on the conduct and activity of 
the teacher in their pedagogical and other work-context practices. There will 
likely be a need for end-of-day or ad hoc debrief to clarify aspects of the 
observations made during the day. 

2. participate in one interview (40 min duration typically) with the researcher. The 
interview will cover a number of general topics relating to the practices of 
teachers and themes arising from the observations of the participants’ practices. 
The interview will be audio recorded digitally and transcribed for analysis. I 
will give you an opportunity at the end of the interview to review your remarks, 
and you can ask to modify or remove portions if you do not agree with my notes 
or if I did not understand you correctly. The ownership of notes/audio 
recordings/transcriptions and subsequent analysis of this data will belong to the 
researcher. 

 

Summary of Participant Time Commitment 

All participation hours may be counted towards professional development requirements 
of teacher registration. Time commitment is to a minimum of 1 interview and o 
 
Privacy and Confidentiality 

Please note that all aspects of the study, including results, will be kept strictly 
confidential. Only the researcher will have access to information about the participants. 
Regular consultation and feedback from the study will be provided to the school and the 
study’s participants. Reports based on the study will also be submitted for publication in 
academic and teacher journals, but individual participants, the school or the city in 
which the school is located will not be identifiable in such reports and publications.  
 
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You are not obliged to participate, and if 
you do participate, you can withdraw from the study at any time. If you withdraw from 
the study there will be no need to provide a reason for withdrawal and there will be no 
consequences for withdrawing. Please be aware that if withdrawal occurs after group 
sessions have commenced, it may not be possible to delete all information you have 
provided which was gathered in the course of these sessions. However, individual 
participant observations, interviews and creative writing will be deleted from the data 
pool if a participant withdraws from the project and requests the removal of such data. 
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Risks 

This project is unlikely to incur immediate risks beyond normal day-to-day school life. 
This research is conducted as a multi-site project. However, participation in the project 
could be known to school administrators and colleagues and, because of the small 
participant group size in each school, information provided by participants may become 
attributed to individuals whether this be true or not. Thus, no matter how anonymised 
the data may be there is a risk that published findings may potentially impact on 
workplace relationships. For participants who may experience discomfort or stress as a 
result of participation in the research, organisations in your local area such as 
community health services may provide some counselling services upon request.  
 

Questions/Further information about the project 

The study is being conducted by doctoral candidate George Variyan under supervision 
of Faculty of Education academics: Principal Supervisor Dr Christine Edwards-Groves 
(Charles Sturt University, Wagga Wagga), and Co-supervisors Dr Kiprono Langat 
(Charles Sturt University, Wagga Wagga), Associate Professor Jane Wilkinson 
(Monash University, Melbourne) and Dr Laurette Bristol (University President, 
Catholic College of Mandeville, Jamaica). If you have any concerns in relation to the 
study, I am happy to discuss any aspects of the research with you. If you would like to 
know more at any stage, please feel free to contact George Variyan at the address noted 
at the top of beginning of this information statement. 
 

Concerns/complaints regarding the conduct of the project 

The Faculty of Education Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this project. 
If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this project, you 
may contact the Committee through the Executive Officer 
 
[Name omitted] 
Executive Officer 
Faculty of Education Human Ethics Committee 
Charles Sturt University 
[Contact Details ommitted] 
 
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be 
informed of the outcome. 
 
Consent to Participate 

If you agree to participate in the research, please read and sign the attached Participant 
Consent Form. Please retain this information sheet for your records. 

With thanks, 

 

George Variyan 
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PARITICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
 

Research project: Re-imagining practices in leading elite schools through the teachers’ 
voice 
 
Chief investigator: George Variyan, MEd (Educational Leadership), Doctoral 
candidate – School of Education, Charles Sturt University. 
 
Supervisors: Dr Christine Edwards-Groves (Principal); and supervisors Dr Kiprono 
Langat (Charles Sturt University, Wagga Wagga), Associate Professor Jane Wilkinson 
(Monash University, Melbourne) and Dr Laurette Bristol (University President, 
Catholic College of Mandeville, Jamaica). 
 
I (print name) .......................................................... give consent/ do not consent (circle 
one) to participation in the above research project to included observations and a formal 
interview. 
 

 I have read and understood the Participant Information Statement, a copy of 
which I have retained.  

 I acknowledge that the procedures and time involved for the project have been 
explained to me.  

 I had time to ask questions and my questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction.  

 I understand that my participation in this project is voluntarily; and I am free to 
withdraw my participation at any time.  

 I understand that my involvement is strictly confidential and that no information 
will be used in any way that reveals my identity without my consent.  

 I understand that audio recordings will be made during interviews as part of the 
study, and that they are not to be used in any publication from the research 
without explicit consent. 

 I understand that anonymised transcriptions/texts produced in the research will 
be made available for subsequent publications of findings in research journals, 
reports and presentations.  

 

CONSENT FROM PARTICIPANT:  
 

Print Name: 

_______________________________________________________________  
 

Signature: ____________________________________  
 
Date: _________________________  
 
The Faculty of Education Human Research Ethics Committee has approved this project. 
If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this project, you 
may contact the Committee through the Executive Officer. 
 
[Name Omitted] 
Executive Officer 
Faculty of Education Human Ethics Committee 
Charles Sturt University 
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[Contact Details Omitted] 
 
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be 
informed of the outcome. 
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Appendix B - Participants 
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Paul M Senior Years /Executive role 32 1 1 

Sally F Middle and Senior Years 29 7 3 

Dom M Middle Years  36 4 2 

Greg M Middle Years 29 3 3 

David M Middle Years  29 0 2 

Alison F Middle Years  34 6 3 

Jennifer F Middle Years 47 2 4 

Elizabeth F Middle Years  48 1 2 

Robyn F Middle and Senior Years  61 12 None 

M
il

le
r 

C
o
ll

eg
e
 

Joanna F Middle and Senior Years  31 3 3 

Alex M Middle and Senior Years  49 2 None 

Lynn F Senior Years  23 1 4 

Rick M Middle and Senior Years  42 7 2 

Louise F Senior Years / Coordinator Role 56 8 1 

Julia F Senior Years/ Faculty Head 38 7 3 

Leanne F Middle and Senior Years 30 5 3 

Phillip M Senior Years/ House Head 45 8 None 

Robert M Senior Years/ Executive Role 48 12 None 

James M Senior Years/ Faculty Head 42 7 None 

Tracey F Senior Years/ Executive role 47 3.5 None 

John M Senior Years/ Coordinator role 52 4 None 

Stacey F Senior Years 40 1 None 

S
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W
o
o

te
n

’s
 

Edgar M Middle Years  58 21 None 

Stephen M Middle Years/ Coordinator Role 58 23 4 

Jeremy M Middle Years/ Coordinator Role 49 3 4 

Matthew M Middle Years 29 3 3 

Michael M Middle Years/ Coordinator Role 54 16 3 

Trisha F Middle Years 32 8 3 

Eddy M Middle Years 34 0 1 

Brad M Middle Years/ House Head 33 6 None 

Jane F Middle Years/ Faculty Head 47 2 None 

Jenny F Middle Years/ House Head 59 20 None 
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Appendix C - Principal Statement and School Consent Form 

 
 

PRINCIPAL INFORMATION STATEMENT 

 

 

Researcher: 

 

George Variyan 
Phone: [Omitted] 
Email: [Omitted] 
 

Your school is invited to take part in a multi-site research study entitled ‘Re-imagining 

practices in leading private schools through teachers’ voices’. The study is being 
conducted in two major capital cities and in several leading private schools. This study 
is part of a program of research for a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) degree and I am 
requesting your school’s participation. 

 

Project Description 

 

The aim of this study is to examine and understand the practices of teachers in a leading 
private school from the inside-out. Your school has been selected participate in this 
study because of its status as a leading private school provider with a reputation for 
educational excellence and student achievement together with a long history and 
tradition. In current literature describing private schools, there is limited work written 
from the perspectives of teachers who work in these spaces. This project aims to address 
this gap by providing teachers with opportunities to present their perspectives and 
creatively reflect on their teaching. It is expected that teacher’s reflection on their 
teaching will have positive effects on their teaching practices and student learning. 

This process of professional engagement directly maps onto sections of the National 

Professional Standards for Teachers (See AITSL website for details) and will also give 
teachers an opportunity to see just how their practices map onto the standards more 
broadly. The AITSL standards and certification is viewed a national system recognising 
highly accomplished and lead teachers that is portable within and across sectors, states 
and territories. During the course of the research, the teacher participants will be 
assisted in auditing their practices and how what they do in the course of your normal 
school life maps onto the various AITSL standards. 
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The study will be conducted as follows: 

3. Observations - the researcher ‘shadows’ the teacher through their daily routines 
(1-5 days depending on teacher's availability) with the purpose of collecting data 
about all aspects of what their school day involves. The researcher will take 
notes during or after observations. Teacher participation in these observations 
will involve informal interviewing/checking/reflections, which could be 
equivalent to the interview. These interactions will be recorded and transcribed. 

4. Follow-up Interviews with each participant (1 hr sit down interview or 
equivalent) where they will be offered and opportunity to represent and critique 
the complexities of teaching practices and school culture, and to think through 
alternative solutions and possibilities to the challenges they face. These sessions 
will be recorded and transcribed. 

 

Participation 

After preliminary consent given by the school principal, teachers will be invited to 
participate in the study. Teachers will be informed about each aspect of the project and 
may choose to participate in all or part of the research process. During introductory 
meetings with teachers (and prior to any observations/interviews), the teachers will be 
assured of the researchers commitment for anonymity and confidentiality. (Note: 
pseudonyms will be used in any publications and reports).  

 

Summary of Participant Time Commitment 

 

Participation hours may be counted towards professional learning requirements of 
Victoria Institute of Teaching. Teacher participation commitments are as follows: 
 

 Observations (‘Shadowing’): 1-5 days depending on teacher availability. 

 Interview: 1 hr interview or equivalent. 
 

 

Privacy and Confidentiality 

 

Please note that all aspects of the study, including results, will be kept strictly 
confidential. Only the researcher will have access to information about the participants. 
Regular consultation and feedback from the study will be provided to the school and the 
study’s participants. Reports based on the study will also be submitted for publication in 
academic and teacher journals, but individual participants and the school will not be 

identifiable in such reports and publications.  
 
 

Risks 

 
This project is not likely to incur immediate risks for participants beyond normal day-
to-day roles in teaching and professional learning. Participation in this study is entirely 
voluntary. Teachers are not obliged to participate, and if they do participate, they can 
also withdraw from the study at any time. For participants who may experience 
discomfort or stress as a result of participation in the research, organisations in your 
local area such as community health services may provide some counselling services 
upon request. Charles Sturt University also provides limited free counselling for 
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research participants who may experience discomfort or stress as a result of their 
participation in the research.  
 

Questions/Further information about the project 

 
The study is being conducted by doctoral candidate George Variyan under supervision 
of Faculty of Education academics: Principal Supervisor Dr Christine Edwards-Groves 
(Charles Sturt University, Wagga Wagga), and Co-supervisors Dr Kiprono Langat 
(Charles Sturt University, Wagga Wagga), Associate Professor Jane Wilkinson 
(Monash University, Melbourne) and Dr Laurette Bristol (University President, 
Catholic College of Mandeville, Jamaica). If you have any concerns in relation to the 
study, I am happy to discuss any aspects of the research with you. If you would like to 
know more at any stage, please feel free to contact George Variyan at the address noted 
at the top of the beginning of this information sheet. 
 

Concerns/complaints regarding the conduct of the project 

 
Charles Sturt University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research.  The Faculty of Education Human Research Ethics 
Committee has approved this project. If you have any complaints or reservations about 
the ethical conduct of this project, you may contact the Committee through the 
Executive Officer: 
 
[Name omitted] 
Executive Officer 
Faculty of Education Human Ethics Committee 
Charles Sturt University 
[Contact details omitted] 
 
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be 
informed of the outcome. 
 
Consent to Participate 

If you agree to your school’s participation in the research study, please read and sign the 
attached Consent Form. Please retain this information sheet for your information. 

 

With thanks, 

  

George Variyan 
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SCHOOL CONSENT FORM 
 

Research project: Re-imagining practices in leading private schools through teachers’ 
voices 
 
Chief investigator: George Variyan, MEd(Educational Leadership), Doctoral candidate 
– School of Education, Charles Sturt University. 
 
Supervisors: Dr Christine Edwards-Groves and Dr Kiprono Langat (Charles Sturt 
University, Wagga Wagga), Associate Professor Jane Wilkinson (Monash University, 
Melbourne) and Dr Laurette Bristol (University President, Catholic College of 
Mandeville, Trinidad). 
 
I (print name) .......................................................... give consent/ do not consent (circle 
one) to the participation of the school (print school’s name) 
……………………………………in the above research project. 
 

 I have read and understood the Principal Information Statement, a copy of 
which I have retained. I acknowledge that the procedures and time involved for 
the project have been explained to me.  

 I had time to ask questions and my questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction.  

 I understand that the school’s involvement is strictly confidential and that no 
information will be used in any way that reveals its identity without my consent.  

 I understand that audio recordings will be made at interviews as part of the 
study, and that they are not to be used in any publication from the research 
without explicit consent of participants. 

 I understand that pictures may be taken of classroom/school areas, while there 
are no students present, for the purpose of mapping practices in different 
teaching spaces. These pictures are for the purpose of analysis only and will not 
be published. 

 

 

CONSENT FROM PRINCIPAL OF SCHOOL:  
 

Print Name: 

_______________________________________________________________  
 

Signature: ____________________________________  
 

Date: _________________________  
 
NOTE: Charles Sturt University conducts research in accordance with the National 

Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research.  The Faculty of Education Human 
Research Ethics Committee has approved this project. If you have any complaints or 
reservations about the ethical conduct of this project, you may contact the Committee 
through the Executive Officer: 
 
[Name omitted] 
Executive Officer 
Faculty of Education Human Ethics Committee 
Charles Sturt University 
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[Contact details omitted] 
 
Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be 
informed of the outcome. 
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Appendix D - Class Observation Example 

 
Observations – Lynn’s Senior Class [pseudonyms used] Miller College 

 

Bell Goes 

 

10.05  Lynn stands in door to greet them, Lyn is questioning them about where they 

were. Lynn informs the boys [that] I am in class and a school tour is on.  

  

 “If the do come in ... just keep it together ... come in and sit down” 

 

 A boy asks if I’m Lynn’s boss, asks if she is in trouble 

 

 Lynn “get off the couches ... off 

 Boys come in carrying ring-file binders, text books, pencil cases 

 

10.12 Lynn hands out example test [paper], begins by discussing test papers. 

Highlights that there is “no multiple choice” 

 

 Lyn: “so no multiple choice, scratch that, but this might help you ... to recap 

terminology ... you  need to start studying sooner rather than later ...” 

 

 Lynn is going through the [test] paper 

 

 Lynn circulates around the class elaborating on themes [from test paper] – e.g. 

org[anisational] structure 

 

 Lynn: “ I can tell you for a fact you need to revisit that” 

  

 Boys call out questions, Lynn has to use a louder voice [for] this class. Some 

boys put hands up and wait to be called 

 

 Lynn:  “enough” not shouting 

 

 Lynn spends most of [the] time next to [the] whiteboard, proj[ector] off. 
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 Lynn has to be constantly alert 

 

 Lynn: “Alright gentleman!” Every point of info[rmation] is a talking point for 

the boys [being disruptive] 

 

 Lynn: “Year 11s you are the ones who need to do the revision” 

 Test on Thurs[day] (day after tomorrow) 

  

 Lynn: “Year 11s enough” 

 Lynn does a Q&A, some fo the terms have sexual connotations, e.g. [market] 

penetration, Lynn balances humour with what needs to be done 

 

10.22 Uses the [whiteboard] to do quick diag[ram] sketches as she talks. Class quite 

chatty. Lynn ‘s voice level high.  

 

 Boys do ask questions. 

 “Miss can ...” without hands up.  

 Every Q&A erupts in cross talk, chatter 

  

 Lynn is smiling, good natured[ly]. The onus is on the boys to be quiet. 

 Lynn: “I’m just going to keep writing ...” 

 

10.25 [Lynn] begins again but not enough quiet (only just enough). Lynn is going 

thr[ough] the entire paper. Lots of noise of tapping/fiddling/chatter 

 Boys at times self reg[ulate, calling out] “shush” 

 

 Lynn gives two options [to the boys], her to go thr[ough the paper] or [boys to 

do so] on their own 

 Lynn: “If you choose – stop talking – that you want me to go thr[ough] the exam, 

then you need to stop talking” 

 

 Boys quieten down & Lynn continues 

 Lynn gets [questions] & responds quietly to indiv[idual] boys. Chatter [in class] 

goes up 
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 Lynn: “Ok that’s a good [question], Tim just asks if ... “ 

 

10.28 Lynn [points] out which units are relevant [for the test] 

 

 Lynn “use the content from unit 1 & put it into practice in unit 2” 

 Lynn highlighting content: “all of this follows into Year 12” 

10.30 Lynn: “Stop it James ... I’m standing right in front of you ... ok I think you need 

to do some work” 

 Lynn is good humoured 

 Lynn gets the boys to choose a question from [the] paper and lets boys [use their 

devices]: “you can use your devices, it’s open book” 

 

 A boy quickly puts away his phone as I walk by – he greets me, typically 

diversionary behaviour. Some boys have laptops, they are very comfortable 

greeting me 

 

10.35 Lynn is back at [her] desk working with a boy on a test [question]. There are 

constant interjections from [a] nearby table and Lynn responds. The boys are 

comfortable with discussing things with their teacher – almost as a peer. 

 Lynn finishes with [the] boy and calls another: “John, do you want to bring me 

that?” 

 Lynn checks [her] emails, answers emails 

 

10.37 Boy finally comes up. Waits till Lynn finishes. Spends 3 minutes and goes back 

to email. Lynn has done the roll quickly online. There is a [coordinator] that 

collects up the roll data and reasons for absences & circulates to teachers 

 

10.40 Lynn gest up to address the class. The boy who had gone up to [her] earlier is 

watching a movie on his laptop. Boys around him notice “What [?] I’m doing 

my work ...” 

 He is watching Rush [film] 

 

10.42 Lynn is [on the] opp[osite] side of the room helping boys. Lots of chatter, mostly 

prod[uctive], some boys with hands up. There is a bit of social chatter now. One 

boy is having trouble accessing wifi 
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10:45 Lynn: “Alright! Year 11s there is far too much noise for people supposedly 

doing revision ... Alright!” 

 [Lynn] then breaks off to help some students [near her]. Chatter continues 

 Lynn continues to circulate but notices a boy with head down  

 Lynn: “Tim sit up!” 

 

10:49 Lynn is at [the] table where [the] boy [was] watching [the] movie. He has 

switched it off. Lynn has a joke with a boy about rocking. 

 

10.50  Lynn: “Thomas, what is that[?], put that away” 

 Lynn has caught out the boy. He had Facebook up. Lynn confiscates the laptop. 

Comes around to me after leaving it on the desk & tells me [that the boy]is not 

going to continue [the] subject in Y[ea]r 12, so he is not motivated. She smiles 

as she disciplines him.  

 

 [The boy] is out of his seat. 

 Lynn: “Sit down ... SIT DOWN!” 

 Boy: “I’m not a dog!” 

 Lynn: “ I did not say that, you’re just being a pot stirrer” 

 

10:53 Lynn: “Alright Year 11! There is far too much noise! Your wokr ethic leaves a 

lot to be desired!! ... used this [class] as an excuse to chat” 

 Lynn mentions [to me] how they may be distracted because of being in groups, 

diff[erent] classroom etc. 

 

10:56 Lynn returns to desk. Smiles and laughs as she tries to discipline boys. Lynn has a 

boy with her to give him her laptop 

 

 Lynn: “Thomas sit down ... take that thing out of your ear, you’re not allowed to 

have devices”. Lynn walks on 

 Thomas: “yes you [can], it’s on the board” Refers to poster of ‘Can I use a 

port[able] device in this class?’ 
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10.58  A table of boys are socialising with teacher. She takes laptop away from [the] 

table 

 

11.00 Lynn: “Ok gentlemen, you have 10 min[utes]” 

 Lynn moves around to talk to boys. She talks about the ‘hierarchy of needs’ 

 Lynn: “food, water ...” 

 Boy: “Sex!” 

 Lynn smiles, walks off 

 

11.01  Lynn: “Gentlemen, eyes to me, you have to put exams away” 

 Picks [up] her laptop off another desk 

 Lynn: “Alright ...” 

 Boys get up and go to [her] desk to look for a hole punch. 

 Lynn advises: “you can email me up to 5pm tomorrow night ... no guys it’s just 

a test Year 11s ...” 

 Boy at front shushes class 

 Lynn advises topics to recap 

 Lynn: “you need to go back over it” 

 Boy: “Miss can we go?” 

 Lynn: “No, I also need to speak to you ... Year 11s!” 

 Boy: “shush!” 

 Lynn is adv[ance] org[anising] the boys [for the test] but they regularly interject. 

She responds to their [questions]/interjections ... lots of chatter 

  

 Lynn standing in front of [her] desk 

 Lots of chatter   

 [Lynn] gets called over by a boy looking for help 

  Thomas keeps getting out of [his] seat, wandering behind me 

 Few more boys out of seats near teacher 

 Thomas and another boy mucking around on table 

  

 Lynn: “Alright Year 11s, standing behind your desk” 

 Lynn reminds boys to pick up rubbish 

 Thomas: “Isn’t this the guy we misquoted on the billboard?” pointing to 

Benjamin Franklin poster [in the room] 
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 Lynn: “You guys can go”  

 Lynn talks to them as they leave 

  

 [Class ends] 

 

 



 

 

Appendix E - Ecologies of Practice Interview Framework 

 

Adapted from Kemmis et al. (2014) 
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