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SYNOPSIS

In this paper we provide a Foucauldian critical analysis of empirical data derived from
interviews with nursery teachers. The aim of the interviews was to illuminate teachers’
perceptions of the teaching and learning of values in the pre-school. Foucault’s social
WKHRU\LVUHJDUGHGE\FRPPHQWDWRUV 6PDUW DVEHLQJVXEYHUVLYHO\RULHQWHG
towards knowledge and its utilisation by the professions. Our study draws upon
some of his main concepts such as power-knowledge, surveillance, normalisation
and governmentality and employs them to help explicate the interpretation of
RXUGDWD$WÀUVWEOXVKD)RXFDXOGLDQSHUVSHFWLYHZRXOGDSSHDUWREHSDUWLFXODUO\
inappropriate as applied to nursery education given the latter’s association with
ideals of individual freedom and self-expression, but it is suggested that greater
JRYHUQPHQWDOLW\ DW DQ RIÀFLDO OHYHO PD\ EH HURGLQJ WKH RUWKRGR[ GLVFRXUVH RI
HGXFDWLRQDO FKLOGFHQWUHGQHVV %UXFH  ,W LV SULQFLSDOO\ PDLQWDLQHG WKDW LQ
line with Foucault’s ideas, professional practice in nurseries may be understood as
laying the foundations for the production of governable subjects. Three case studies
FRQVWLWXWHWKHÀHOGZRUNXQGHUSLQQLQJWKLVVWXG\WZRRIZKLFKZHUHXQGHUWDNHQLQ
ZRUNLQJFODVVXUEDQDUHDVDQGWKHRWKHULQDQDIÁXHQWPLGGOHFODVVVXEXUE)LQDOO\
it is acknowledged that the integrity of his perspective might itself be regarded as
suspect, there being no obviously independent stance by which to privilege Foucault’s
critique over the teachers’ own paradigms of socialisation. However, we claim that
the importance of Foucault’s ideas resides in their challenge to complacency and
professional insularity.
INTRODUCTION

Michel Foucault was particularly interested in the development of individuality in
the modern world and its constitution through historically situated power-relations.
)RU)RXFDXOWWKH(XURSHDQ(QOLJKWHQPHQWXVKHUHGLQDQHZVFLHQWLÀFUDWLRQDOLW\
which enabled modern forms of professional and disciplinary knowledge to manage
human beings by transforming them into objects of systems of knowledge. Smart
 FRPPHQWV
“...he is constantly interested in the social processes through which rationality
is constructed and applied to the human subject, in order to make it the object
RISRVVLEOHIRUPVRINQRZOHGJHµ S
The purpose of this paper is to present a Foucauldian critical analysis of empirical
data derived from interviews with nursery school teaching staff. Academics have
recently highlighted the increasing desire of democratic governments in the West
to enlarge the scope of legislation throughout a citizen’s lifespan as a means to
VHFXUHJUHDWHUJRYHUQPHQWDOLW\ .LYLQHQDQG5LQQH*RRGZLQ 3ULPH
Minister Blair’s New Labour has developed education policies which both prescribe
a curriculum for pre-school age children on a national basis, and it is also likely that
staff will be subject to accountability through baseline testing of children and other
FRPSDUDWLYHSURFHGXUHV,Q6FRWODQGWKHUHDUHQRZRIÀFLDOFXUULFXOXPJXLGHOLQHV
for the pre-school upon which HMI will base their inspection and audit processes
6FRWWLVK2IÀFH 7KHLQGLYLGXDOLW\RIWKHQDWLRQ·VFKLOGUHQWKHPDMRULW\RI



ZKRPZLOOEHLQYROYHGLQWKH¶XQLYHUVDOSURYLVLRQ·RIDQXUVHU\SODFHIRUDOOKDV
now become more vulnerable to normalisation in a Foucauldian sense.
Before studying the professional discourse of child-centred educators, whom
Foucault would claim are unaware of the manner in which their discursive practices
are related to power-relations which control children as subjects thereby perpetuating
DQXQMXVWVRFLDORUGHU )RXFDXOW ,VKDOORXWOLQHWKHUHOHYDQWVWUDQGVRIKLV
thought which are used later in this paper to contextualise the empirical data.
THE FOUCAULDIAN GAZE

The Foucauldian gaze can be understood as a critique of the forms of power and
rationality which bind the socio-political infrastructure. The Enlightenment is
treated with deep suspicion, particularly its stance concerning the role of the social
VFLHQFHV LQ VHFXULQJ SURJUHVV +LV ERRN 'LVFLSOLQH DQG 3XQLVK   H[SODLQV
KLV JHQHRORJLFDO DQDO\VLV RI SRZHU ZKLFK KH FDOOV ¶GLVFLSOLQH· ,WV PDLQ WKHPH
is an explication of the achievement of governmentality of the individual, who
LV VXEVHTXHQWO\ VRFLDOO\ FRQVWUXFWHG E\ VSHFLÀF UHJXODWRU\ WHFKQLTXHV QDPHO\
LQVSHFWLRQGLVFLSOLQH¶QRUPDOLVDWLRQ·DQGKHQFHJRYHUQPHQWDOLW\7KHVHWHFKQLTXHV
have replaced the repressive, more physically oriented violence of premodern
JRYHUQDQFH+LVDFFRXQWRIWKHSULVRQLVVLPXOWDQHRXVO\DSLFWXUHRIWKH¶PLFUR
physics’ of power and discipline located throughout modern institutions. Like
)UHXG0DU[DQG1LHW]VFKH)RXFDXOW·VJHQHDORJLFDODQDO\VLVUHYHDOVWKH¶VLQLVWHU·
unacknowledged aspects of power in modern societies which lie hidden beneath
VXUIDFHDSSHDUDQFH 6PDUW 7KHSRZHURIUHFHLYHGGLVFRXUVHVRINQRZOHGJH
based upon Enlightenment ideals is in part due to their ability to deceive us into
thinking that our social practices are essentially liberating. We are encouraged by
particular patterns of power relations at a given time in society to experience our
socio-political structures as having essential features which could not therefore be
RWKHUWKDQWKH\DUHLQIDFW +DOO 
Modern forms of governmentality utilise measures or techniques which aim to
DIIHFWWKH¶VRXO·RUVHOIKRRGRISHUVRQVUDWKHUWKDQWKHLUERGLHVGLUHFWO\6RFDOOHG
experts are involved with both creating and dispensing knowledge whose purpose
is basically corrective. Teachers, social workers and educational psychologists, for
example, represent those professions which have developed ideologies through
ZKLFK SRZHU DV NQRZOHGJH IDFLOLWDWHV WKH SURGXFWLRQ RI ¶QRUPDO· FRQIRUPLQJ
individuals. Foucault argues that the rationalities underpinning professionalism are
UHDOO\¶SROLWLFDOWDFWLFV·DQGFRQVWLWXWH¶VSHFLÀFZD\VRINQRZLQJ·ZKLFKOHJLWLPDWH
the normalisation of bodies.
Foucault’s analysis of any social institution is founded upon the interrelationships
between the key concepts of power, knowledge and the body. The body’s visibility
lends it to being easily controlled by political, economic and educational processes.
6\VWHPVRIVRFLDOLVDWLRQ ¶UHJLPHVRISRZHU· UHTXLUHWKHXOWLPDWHYLVLELOLW\RIERGLHV
Educational institutions are constructed as regimes whose purpose and success is
predicated upon making bodies obedient and practically valuable within a particular
VRFLDOIRUPDWLRQ(GXFDWLRQDOUHJLPHVLQFOXGLQJSXWDWLYH¶FKLOGFHQWUHG·UHJLPHV
:DONHUGLQH EHVWDFKLHYHWKHLUDLPVZKHQLQGLYLGXDOVLQWHUQDOLVHWKHLUYDOXHV
DQGQRUPV6XFFHVVIXOQRUPDOLVDWLRQSURGXFHV¶VHOIFRQWUROOHG·ERGLHV
“..... in thinking of the mechanisms of power, I am thinking rather of its
capillary forms of existence, the point where power reaches into the very
grain of individuals, touches their bodies, and inserts itself into their actions
and attitudes, their discourses, learning processes, and everyday lives”
)RXFDXOWS 



Power is synonymous with the multiplicity of forms of socialisation and
subordination which, it must be emphasized, are coupled with social relationships
based upon asymmetrical power between the parties involved.
His analysis highlights the forms and organisation of such power relations and
the techniques adopted by their agents as substantive phenomena pervading modern
societies. Power is regarded as a pervasive force informing the totality of social life
ZKLFKVKDSHVLQGLYLGXDOEHKDYLRXUE\RSHUDWLQJ¶WKURXJK·LQGLYLGXDOVDQGNQRZOHGJH
systems. Both individuals and the knowledge-systems upon which they legitimate
their decisions are viewed as instruments which perpetuate modern power.
Forms of power and the bodies which they embrace are interrelated through
ZKDW )RXFDXOW FDOOV ¶NQRZOHGJH· 7KH WHUP ¶NQRZOHGJH· UHIHUV WR WKH NLQGV RI
¶NQRZKRZ·DVVRFLDWHGZLWKWHFKQLTXHVDQGFRJQLWLRQVZKLFKXQGHUSLQWKHPLQWKH
form of policies and teaching programmes. Importantly the successful exercise of
power entails a knowledge of the target or object, and a grasp of its particular nature
as an object. In our context this is the child and community setting. The more, for
instance, that is understood about a child’s motivations and social environment the
more controllable that child is seen to become. The power-knowledge relation is
therefore a fundamental relationship of interdependence. The social sciences whose
origin is in the Enlightenment are regarded by Foucault as discourses of knowledge
which are intimately implicated in power-knowledge relations and the production
of governable bodies in modernity.
Training the body and normalising deviance are achieved through disciplinary
WHFKQLTXHV )RU )RXFDXOW   GLVFLSOLQH LV ¶DQ DUW RI WKH KXPDQ ERG\· DQG D
PHWKRG RI LWV PDVWHU\ +H UHIHUV WR GLVFLSOLQH DV D ¶SROLWLFDO DQDWRP\ RI GHWDLO·
which operates upon individual movements and gestures until it eventually builds
them into a recognisable shape. To achieve such socialisation a sophisticated form
RIVXUYHLOODQFHLVUHTXLUHGZKLFKFODVVLÀHVGHYLDQFHDVEHORQJLQJWRWKHFDWHJRU\
¶DEQRUPDO·DQGVRPXVWEHVXEMHFWHGWRFRUUHFWLRQ
Organisational principles such as professional norms and institutional procedures
foster such control; in schools timetables impose rhythms and spatio-temporal
constraints through whose repetitive cycle bodies are induced into a particular social
order and thus programmable for designated functions or tasks. Disciplinary methods
IRU)RXFDXOWFUHDWHWKHPHDQVIRUVDQFWLRQLQJZKLFKKHFDOOV¶QRUPDOLVDWLRQ·7KHVH
methods aim to foster conformity at a deep level of consciousness and they rely
upon usually implicit normative judgements which the performance of individuals
and made to comply with and against which it is assessed. Surveillance procedures
may be both explicit and implicit, for instance, examinations and record keeping are
UHVSHFWLYHO\H[DPSOHV6XFKSURFHGXUHV¶LQGLYLGXDOLVH·GLIIHUHQWVXEMHFWVZKRDUH
caught within the panoptical gaze. Their awareness of these assessment processes
UHQGHUVWKHPYXOQHUDEOHWRVHOIFRQWURODQGLQWKLVZD\KLV¶GLVFLSOLQDU\VRFLHW\·RU
¶VRFLHW\RIVXUYHLOODQFH·LVIXOO\DFWXDOLVHG7KHNQRZOHGJHWKDW,DPEHLQJH[DPLQHG
alters how I view myself and act towards others. Examinations are key mechanisms
for perpetuating the consciousness upon which modern societies operate to create
and justify differentiation. The recording of data in, for example, case records or
H[DPLQDWLRQJUDGHVOHDGVWRDQREMHFWLÀFDWLRQRILQGLYLGXDOVZKRDUHWUDQVIRUPHG
LQWR ¶FDVHV UHSUHVHQWDWLYH RI DQ HGXFDWLRQDO FDWHJRU\· )RXFDXOW SHUFHLYHV WKHVH
SUDFWLFHV DV ¶IRUPV RI GRPLQDWLRQ· ZKLFK DUH LQFUHDVLQJO\ XVHG WR UHQGHU PRUH
powerless those individuals who already lack power and status. The social sciences
FRQVWLWXWH¶WKHGDUNVLGH·RIWKH(QOLJKWHQPHQWIRU)RXFDXOWVLQFHUDWKHUWKDQEHLQJ
HQDEOLQJRISURJUHVVDV&RPWHDQGRWKHUVKDYHFODLPHG 6PLWK WKH\KDYH
instead developed as tools to legitimate inequality of power. As bodies of knowledge
they are seen as being profoundly biased in their values having been maintained and
developed through the power of a vested interest social formation with its own self



LQWHUHVWV 6PDUW*DUODQG 
6XFKEURDGO\FKDUDFWHULVHG¶GLVFLSOLQDU\UHJLPHV·DUHEHOLHYHGWRRSHUDWHEH\RQG
WKHODZDQGWRJLYHULVHWRZKDW)RXFDXOWFDOOVD¶FDUFHUDODUFKLSHODJR·3DUDOOHOLQJ
WKH PDWHULDOLW\ RI GLVFLSOLQDU\ SUDFWLFHV DQG WKHLU HIIHFWV DUH VSHFLÀF GLVFRXUVHV
which contribute to the creation of particular kinds of thought processes which
have some autonomy over the putative independent thoughts of individuals. For
example, in saying that I am following child-centred educational values what may
EHUHDOO\KDSSHQLQJLVWKDWDGLVFRXUVHRIHGXFDWLRQ¶VSHDNV·WKURXJKPHDQGVHUYHV
to construct the very reality which it claims to be merely describing.
THE RESEARCH STUDY: PERCEPTIONS OF TEACHING VALUES IN NURSERIES

2IÀFLDOFXUULFXOXPJXLGHOLQHV
By way of introduction to the case studies of practice in nurseries it is noteworthy
WKDWRIÀFLDOJRYHUQPHQWGLVFRXUVHDERXWWKHHGXFDWLRQRISUHVFKRRODJHGFKLOGUHQ
6FRWWLVK2IÀFH FDQEHVHHQDVUHYHUEHUDWLQJZLWK)RXFDXOGLDQLPSOLFDWLRQV
DQG VR VHUYHV WR JLYH WKH UHDGHU D ¶ÁDYRXU· RI RXU LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV RI LQWHUYLHZV
ZLWKWHDFKLQJVWDII7KH6FRWWLVK2IÀFHLQVHHNLQJWRLOOXVWUDWH¶JRRGSUDFWLFH· DQG
LPSRUWDQWO\ WR SURPRWH LW E\ LPSOLFDWLRQ  SURYLGHV WKH IROORZLQJ GRFXPHQWDU\
DFFRXQWRI¶WHDFKLQJ·LQWKHQXUVHU\
“A group of children was building a house with large wooden blocks. One
child announced that she was building a house. Another child asked where
WKHGRRUZDV¶EHFDXVH\RXQHHGDGRRUWRJHWLQVLGH·6RPHRQHHOVHODXJKHG
DQGVDLG¶,W·VRQO\WZREULFNVKLJK\RXDUHWRRWDOOWRÀWLQVLGH·µ 6FRWWLVK
2IÀFHS 
The inculcation of the ideas of size and proportionality around which children are
HQFRXUDJHGWR¶ÀW·WKHPVHOYHVWUDLQVWKHERG\LQWHUPVRIVRFLDOO\DFFHSWHGURXWLQHV
The formation of the self is one which is induced through what Foucault might call
¶FRQIHVVLRQDOV· ZKLFK UHQGHU VXEMHFWV PRUH FDOFXODEOH DQG VXEMHFW WR FRUUHFWLYH
interventions.
The next example illustrates a seemingly innocent description of the facilitation
RIZKDW%RXUGLHX -HQNLQV UHIHUVWRDV¶KDELWXV·
“Books and pictures were provided and dressing-up clothes including hats
and bags were put out for role play. Letter and card-writing material for the
children to use was made available. Parents took them to visit the village
SRVWRIÀFHDQGEX\VWDPSVSDSHUHQYHORSHVDQGSRVWFDUGV$SRVWRIÀFHZDV
set up in the playroom where the children had opportunities to write their own
PHVVDJHVDQGVHQGWKHPWRHDFKRWKHUµ 6FRWWLVK2IÀFHS 
Establishing the norm of self-expression in the nursery encourages others to adopt
WKLVRIÀFLDOO\OHJLWLPDWHGGLVFXUVLYHSUDFWLFH7KHFKLOGUHQ¶ZULWHWKHLURZQPHVVDJH·
DQG WKHUHE\ WKHLU ¶VRXOV· DUH PDGH DYDLODEOH WR WKH VXUYHLOODQFH RI QRUPDOLVLQJ
social agents such as teachers. Linguistic practices recommended for general use
LQWKHQXUVHU\VWUHVVWKHQHHGIRUFKLOGUHQWR¶H[SRVH·WKHLUVRXOVWRRWKHUVDVWKH\
should, “have opportunities to talk for a variety of purposes, for example to describe
their needs and experiences... Careful listening by staff and the use of open-ended
TXHVWLRQVE\VWDIIZLOOKHOSFKLOGUHQWRWDONZLWKLQFUHDVLQJFRQÀGHQFHµ3URFHVVHV
of recording, reporting and evaluation ensure that the availability of a child’s
¶FRQIHVVLRQV·DUHSXEOLFO\DYDLODEOHWRRWKHUVDVSDUWRIWKHFUHDWLRQRI´OHDUQLQJ
partnerships” between “children and parents.”



Research design
Three local authority nurseries located in a Scottish town were used in the research;
one of them is a nursery school, one is a nursery class based in the playground of
its associated primary school, and the third is located within a church hall. Each
nursery is non-denominational. Two of the nurseries are located in areas of high
XQHPSOR\PHQW DQG ZRXOG EH FODVVLÀHG DV VHUYLQJ VRFLRHFRQRPLFDOO\ GHSULYHG
communities. The nursery based in the church hall serves a middle-class community
with relatively low levels of unemployment.
Small area census statistics also indicated that those living in each community
were overwhelmingly of Scottish origin. Staff were mainly Scottish and were all
women. Fewer than one percent of the children attending these establishments
belonged to ethnic minority groups.
Methodology: Theoretical orientation
An ethnographic approach was followed, both in the generation of data through
semi-structured interviews, and in the qualitative analysis of the data. The purpose
of the interviews was described to staff as being about capturing their perceptions of
FKLOGUHQOHDUQLQJ¶YDOXHVLQWKHQXUVHU\·7KHLURZQH[SHULHQWLDOXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKH
processes involved in the acquisition of values by children was sought. Following the
LGHDVRI*ODVHUDQG6WUDXVV  FRQFHUQLQJ¶JURXQGHGWKHRU\·ZHVRXJKWWRLGHQWLI\
themes which were then subject to critical examination. Staff interviews lasted about
60 minutes taking place in a quiet room in the nursery. Each was audio-taped and later
transcribed for analysis. Several of Foucault’s fundamental concepts are used below
for the purposes of reporting the results of our data analysis. The three case studies
GHVLJQHGXVLQJ<LQ  WRRNSODFHRYHUDSHULRGRIPRQWKV
FINDINGS

(i)
Producing docile bodies
,Q)RXFDXOW·VERRN'LVFLSOLQHDQG3XQLVKWKHFKDSWHU¶'RFLOH%RGLHV·LVGHYRWHG
WRWKHP\ULDGDQGFRPSOH[ZD\VLQZKLFKDVHHPLQJO\¶QDWXUDO·LQGLYLGXDOLW\LV
socialised. In staff’s professional practice discussed below such complexity is richly
represented.
$FFRUGLQJWR6PDUW  )RXFDXOW·VDQDO\VLV
“... reveals the body as an object of knowledge and as a target for the exercise
RISRZHU7KHERG\LVVKRZQWREHORFDWHGLQDSROLWLFDOÀHOGLQYHVWHGZLWK
power relations which render it docile and productive ... the focus is upon
the diffusion of particular technologies of power and their inter-relationship
ZLWKWKHHPHUJHQFHRISDUWLFXODUIRUPVRINQRZOHGJHµ S
(a)
Poor area nurseries
/HDUQLQJDFFHSWDEOH¶GRPHVWLFURXWLQHV·LVRQHFRQFHUQRIVWDII
“They often come to nursery just out of nappies, and so they have to be trained
as this is a prerequisite for getting a place. During their time here I hope to
make them more aware of themselves socially and physically in the areas of
toilet training and eating habits in particular.”
The normalisation of deviance arising from home circumstances implies a
SURIHVVLRQDO¶GLVFRXUVHRIGHULVLRQ· %DOO GLUHFWHGDJDLQVWSDUHQWVZKRVWDII
perceive as being responsible for poor socialisation:
“Children come in with no values about how a book should be treated, they
just toss it around. A lot have speech and language problems, for example,



not one could say this was a cup and a saucer. On investigation we found
parents only used mugs and plates.”
Non-compliant bodies appeared to have been packed into both these nurseries:
´0DQ\DUHQRQFRRSHUDWLYHYHU\VHOÀVKDQGZKHQLWFRPHVWRYDOXHVLI\RX
can’t get what you want you just punch, kick or bite somebody or just grab
it off them.”
3K\VLFDOLQWHUYHQWLRQVE\VWDIIDLPWR¶VTXHH]HRXW·WKLVDJJUHVVLRQ
“We include children not just by example, but through cuddling them, giving
them a feeling of warmth and mothering through love and being tactile. Many
children don’t get enough touching.”
Rules establish how they must use their bodies in order to play properly:
“Right from the start we have to train them to use sand and water, building
materials, paints as that kind of opportunity does not in the home in most
cases.”
Behaviourism exploits a psychological rationale to mask its status as a tool for
exercising control over others which is seen as morally acceptable compared with
the physical violence used against some children in their own homes:
“Parents tell him to fend for himself, if somebody hits him he’s told to hit
back. Their idea of punishment for a crime is really the short, sharp smack.
7KH\ÀQGLWKDUGWRVLWGRZQDQGUHDVRQZLWKWKHFKLOG,W·VWKHEHOWDQGGRQ·W
do that again!”
6WDIIWHDFKWKHPWR¶XVHKDQGV·LQFRQVWUXFWLYHZD\V
“Our values are to stop a child behaving aggressively towards others and
explain that hands are not for hurting others, but for positive things like
building and sharing.”
3RVLWLYHUHLQIRUFHPHQWVWUDWHJLHVDUHXVHGWR¶WXUQWKHP·LQWRUHVSRQVLEOHFLWL]HQV
“We only reward a good piece of behaviour and ignore the bad. If a child, for
example, refused to listen to a story we’d praise those who were siting nicely
DQGWKH¶ULSSOHHIIHFW·HQFRXUDJHVWKHPDOOWRVHHNRXUSUDLVHµ
E
$IÁXHQWDUHDQXUVHU\
Interestingly these staff rely heavily on institutional rules as a means of inducing
JRYHUQPHQWDOLW\WKHNQRZOHGJHDVSHFWRISRZHUUHODWLRQVOHDUQLQJWKH¶KRZWR·RI
socially acceptable behaviour, demands more direct cognitive engagement by these
middle-class children,
“Our children are quite conscious of nice gardens and the importance of not
dropping litter. They know to put their rubbish in a bag and not to trample
over plants to get their ball.”
Fitting in with domestic routines is perceived as coming easily to them:
“When they are baking they know they must wash their hands and not lick
the spoon after they’ve stirred the mixture. They follow the guide book when
making jelly or crisps so they know to wash hands. They know to do that at
the toilet so they don’t pick up germs.”
Corrective discipline can be imposed through peers, and physical isolation:



“It’s seldom that we have to intervene once the rules are established; there
DUHRQO\ÀYHSHRSOHDOORZHGLQWKHKRXVHDQGÀYHLQWKHEULFNFRUQHU7KH\·OO
VD\¶SXVKRII·WRDFKLOGZKREUHDNVWKLVUXOHµ$QG
“Sometimes you get a child who will not say he’s sorry and that is a problem.
:KDW,VD\LV¶:HOO\RX·OOMXVWKDYHWRVLWRQDFKDLUXQWLO\RXVD\\RX·UH
sorry.”
It is important to note in passing that such professional discourses are psychologically
substantive systems of representation regulating the meanings surrounding teaching
practices. Foucault denies them the status of independent truth, a position which
SRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVPWDNHVLQUHODWLRQWRKXPDQNQRZOHGJHJHQHUDOO\ 6PLWK 
The discourse of professionalism is, however, like all Foucauldian discourses
independent of individuals whose cognitions it constructs and subsequently exploits
WR ¶PDQXIDFWXUH· FKLOGUHQ DV REMHFWV RI NQRZOHGJH LQ WHUPV RI WKH GLVFRXUVH RI
child-centredness.
(ii)
Confession, recording and discipline
Foucault’s conception of power is associated with the many kinds of reporting which
are standard practice in nurseries and can be seen as facilitative of discipline. Smart
 H[SODLQVWKDWIRU)RXFDXOW
“... power is not conceived as a property or possession of a dominant class,
state or sovereign, but as a strategy; the effects of domination associated
with power arise not from an appropriation and deployment by a subject, but
from manoeuvres, tactics, techniques, functionings’ ... a relation of power
GRHVQRWFRQVWLWXWHDQREOLJDWLRQXSRQWKH¶SRZHUOHVV·LWLQYHVWVWKHPLV
WUDQVPLWWHGE\DQGWKURXJKWKHPµ S
+LVDQDO\VLVRIWKH¶PLFURSK\VLFVRISRZHU·DLPVWRH[SOLFDWHKRZLWZRUNVLQWHUPV
RIWKHWHFKQLTXHVZKLFK6PDUW  DUJXHV
“... have become embodied in local, regional, material institutions ... Analysis
needs to be focused upon the way in which things work at the level of an
on-going subjugation ... it circulates through the social body ... through a
QHWOLNHRUJDQLVDWLRQµ SS 
As a technique of power discipline relies upon the instruments of hierarchical
observation, normalizing judgement, and the examination. Confession is an example
RID¶WHFKQLTXHRIWKHVHOI·WKURXJKZKLFKLQGLYLGXDOVFDQWUDQVIRUPWKHLURZQERGLHV
VRXOV DQG WKRXJKWV LQ RUGHU WR ¶EHWWHU· FRQGXFW WKHPVHOYHV )RU )RXFDXOW WKHVH
WHFKQLTXHVDUHXQGHUSLQQHGE\¶REOLJDWLRQVRIWUXWK·IRXQGLQ&KULVWLDQVRFLHWLHVVXFK
as our own. How do staff’s discourse represent these Foucauldian claims?
(a)
Poor area nurseries
Children are encouraged to share their subjective life with others:
“When the children are upset we don’t always know why because they haven’t
the vocabulary to tell us. But by the time they leave us after their year that
is greatly improved.”
The provision of a suitable discourse of self-revelation is an important part of
HGXFDWLQJ FKLOGUHQ LQWR ¶VSHDNLQJ· LQ ZD\V GHÀQHG DV RSHQ ,Q UHFHQW \HDUV WKH
HGXFDWLRQDOHVWDEOLVKPHQWKDVUDLVHGWKHSURÀOHRIUHFRUGLQJDQGDVVHVVPHQW$VD
potentially effective kind of domination the younger its targets are the better:
´:HPD\ÀQGDFKLOGEHLQJGLIÀFXOWLQWKHQXUVHU\RUXQXVXDOO\ZHHS\DQG



there may be underlying reasons for it so we have to check carefully.”
Effective governmentality of very young children entails partnerships with
parents:
“I feel records must be shared with parents. If I have to write to the Children’s
Panel I feel parents have the right to know what I’m saying about their child.”
State governmentality becomes more effective the wider its net and so parents are
included in teachers’ monitoring techniques. Progress towards normalisation is also
reinforced through the display of performance to parents:
´,SXWWKHLUÀUVWGUDZLQJLQWRWKHIROGHUDQGWKHODWHVWRQHVRWKDW,FDQVD\
to parents, “Look at the comparison. Can you see any difference?” In the
majority of cases there is a dramatic improvement in a year.”
:DONHUGLQH   LQ KHU FULWLTXH RI ¶FKLOGFHQWUHG· HGXFDWLRQ KLJKOLJKWV KRZ
psychological needs, having been imputed to the child by others, are then a means
of adjusting children to a putatively universally relevant curriculum process. Such
a rationale is apposite to Foucault’s idea of the social construction of subjects as
objects of knowledge. According to staff:
“The curriculum is adjusted to a child’s needs. You are aware that he’s an
individual with special emotional and physical needs, especially at a crisis
time.”
Local authority assessment and recording policies are premised on establishing a
knowledge of children’s needs:
“We assess where the child is at, the kinds of attitudes, sharing of experiences,
of feelings he is ready for or not. We want to know whether he can express
himself, negotiate with peers and adults. These are all hidden values and
WKH\KDYHWREHDVVHVVHGWRÀQGRXWZKHWKHUWKHFKLOGLVFDSDEOHRIGRLQJ
that or not.”
)LQDOO\FRQIHVVLRQPD\EHLQGXFHGLQFKLOGUHQWKURXJKWKHSURYLVLRQRI¶WKHUDSHXWLF
activities’:
“A very therapeutic activity is clay. How they play with it is an indicator that
something is troubling them. If that comes out it is an indicator that we should
EHDVNLQJVRPHTXHVWLRQV&RQÁLFWVLQWKHLUKHDGVPD\VKRZVRPHWKLQJLV
happening at home.”
E
$IÁXHQWDUHDQXUVHU\
Confession in the middle-class nursery was particularly oriented towards social
attitudes and interpersonal relationships. A black doll caused concern amongst staff
who observed that children neglected to play with it:
“When we got that doll initially a lot of children would not play with it. We
asked them why, but I don’t think they said because it was black. They just said
we don’t like it. We asked them why, but we didn’t really get anywhere.”
Children clearly resist confessing socially disapproved values which thwart educators
needs to plan the education of more legitimate attitudes. The way in which children
relate to other children suggests that only confessions within the social sphere are
WROHUDWHG¶ZKLVSHULQJ·HVFDSHVVXUYHLOODQFHDQGKDVGLVUXSWLYHLPSOLFDWLRQV
“They were reluctant to include her, and one of them started whispering to the
other one. I wasn’t sure whether it was a whisper that had anything to do with
KHUVR,VSRNHWR*HPPDDQGVDLG¶:KDWZDVLWWKDW\RXZHUHZKLVSHULQJWR



$QQ"·6KHWROGPHZKDWVKHKDGVDLGDQG,IHOWLWZDVUHDVRQDEOHWRVD\¶,W·V
not really nice for the person who’s not hearing what your saying because
they think you are saying something about them. You shouldn’t really be
doing that - you should share things you want to say to people.”
%\ ¶VKDULQJ· RQH EHFRPHV PDOOHDEOH WR WKH HIIHFWV RI VXUYHLOODQFH ZKLFK LV WKH
VXEMHFWRIRXUÀQDOFULWLFDODQDO\VLVRIEDVLFHOHPHQWVRISURIHVVLRQDOGLVFRXUVHLQ
the nursery.
(iii)
Surveillance and the learning process
7KH¶GLVFLSOLQDU\JD]H·LVSDUWRIDKLHUDUFK\RIFRQWLQXRXVDQGIXQFWLRQDOVXUYHLOODQFH
geared to securing the exercise of power. Examinations generally are an integral part
RIWKH¶JD]H·ZKHUHE\LQGLYLGXDOVDUHVXEMHFWHGWR¶QRUPDOLVLQJMXGJHPHQW·EDVHG
XSRQSUHVFULSWLYHFODVVLÀFDWRU\VFKHPHV
8QGHUSLQQHG E\ VRFLDOVFLHQWLÀF NQRZOHGJH ZKLFK DV D GLVFRXUVH :HVWHUQ
UDWLRQDOLWLHVGHÀQHVWKHZD\LQZKLFKOHDUQLQJLVWREHXQGHUVWRRGDQGHYDOXDWHG
5HSRUWVDQGÀOHVRQLQGLYLGXDOVPHDQWKDWDQLQGLYLGXDO·VOLIHVSDQWUDMHFWRULHVFDQ
EHFRQWUROOHG ¶QRUPDOLVHG· RQWKHEDVLVRIGDWDDERXWWKHLUEHKDYLRXUGXULQJWKHLU
HDUO\\HDUV6PDUW  H[SODLQV)RXFDXOW·VXWLOLVDWLRQRI%HQWKDP·VLGHDRIWKH
Panoption for conveying the power of observation:
´7KH3DQRSWLFRQZDVWRIXQFWLRQDVDQDSSDUDWXVRISRZHUE\YLUWXHRIWKHÀHOG
of visibility in which individuals were to be located, each in their respective
places ... for a centralised and unseen observer. In this schema subjects were
to be individualised in their own space, to be visible, and to be conscious of
WKHLUSRWHQWLDOO\FRQVWDQWDQGFRQWLQXRXVYLVLELOLW\µ S 
$FFRUGLQJWR)RXFDXOW  ¶VXFK¶YLVLELOLW\LVDWUDS·DQGDVLWIXQFWLRQVRQWKH
¶XQGHUVLGHRIODZ·LW¶PXOWLSOLHVWKHDV\PPHWU\RISRZHU·+HDUJXHVLQ'LVFLSOLQH
DQG3XQLVKWKDWVXUYHLOODQFHLVEXLOWLQWRWKHWHDFKLQJUHODWLRQVKLS S 6XSSRUWIRU
KLVFODLPVDERXWWKHFHQWUDOLW\RIDVVHVVPHQWDUHH[SUHVVHGLQWKHRIÀFLDOGLVFRXUVH
RIWKHJRYHUQPHQW·VFXUULFXODUJXLGHOLQHV 6FRWWLVK2IÀFH ZKHUHDQHQWLUH
section deals with planning, evaluating, reporting, recording and staff interaction.
Relatedly photographic techniques are employed within this document to convey
ZKDW DFFHSWDEOH OHDUQLQJ DQG DVVHVVPHQW ¶ORRN OLNH· LQ WKLV VHFWRU 2IÀFLDOO\
VDQFWLRQHGVXUYHLOODQFHSURFHGXUHVLQFOXGHSURÀOHVQRWHERRNVGLDULHVDQGFKHFNOLVWV
it being stated that:
“It is from observation and assessment of children at play that we learn how
DQGZKDWWKH\OHDUQµ 6FRWWLVK2IÀFHS 
Traditional ideas of play as something which escapes adult scrutiny and control have
EHHQDEDQGRQHGDQGLQWKHLUSODFHJRYHUQPHQWDOLW\H[WHQGVGRZQLQWRWKHOLYHVRI
year olds. Techniques of governmentality pervade the ways in which staff perceive
WKHLUSURIHVVLRQDOGXWLHVRQWKHQXUVHU\ÁRRU
(a)
Poor area nurseries
A typical view of assessment concerns its overarching character:
“... constantly the nursery staff are observing, It is the most crucial part of the
nursery work, when to observe, how to observe and for how long to observe.
Learning to make observations is very much part of the training of nursery
nurses and teachers attending college.”
7HDFKHUVLQFOXGHVLJQVRIHDFKFKLOG·VSURJUHVVLQ´OLWWOHÀOHVµEXWVXFKFODVVLÀFDWLRQV
of progress are not seen as productive of children as pupils:



“If there is a particularly good piece of play going on it would be noted in
WKHÀOHVRWKDWRQWKH3DUHQW·V&RQVXOWDWLRQ'D\,FDQVD\¶2QVXFKDQGVXFK
a day your child did a very nice piece of work.’ Most of our day is spent
observing, we only interact with the child when the child’s needs demand it.
We don’t impose things on the child.”
'HVSLWHWKHEHOLHIWKDWWKLQJVDUHQRWLPSRVHG¶RQWKHFKLOG·WKHUHVXOWVRIREVHUYDWLRQDO
assessment may inform the outcomes of surveillance:
“We’ve got to know whether in fact a child uses all areas of the nursery. If a
child isn’t using them we ask why, and try to work out some kind of strategy
to see that he completes all areas of the nursery. We would encourage the
child to be somehow directed into these areas to make sure he’s experiencing
the whole curriculum.”
+DUWOH\  DOVRQRWHGWKDWVWDIIFRQWUROFKLOGUHQ·VDFFHVVWRVSDFHVIRUOHDUQLQJ
DVZHOODVWKHDPRXQWRIWLPHWKH\VSHQGZLWKLQWKHP*RYHUQPHQWDOLW\DOVRDIÁLFWV
VWDIIZKRDUHWKHPVHOYHVUHTXLUHGWRÀWWKHLUDVVHVVPHQWVLQWRWKHSUHVFULEHGUHJLRQDO
SURÀOHIRUPDWDSURFHVVZKLFKVWDIIVXSSRUW
´7KH3URÀOHKHLJKWHQV\RXUDZDUHQHVVRIZKDW\RXDUHORRNLQJIRULQWKH
FKLOG,W·VHDV\WREHZRUNLQJDZD\DQGWRVWRSWKLQNLQJ,IHHOWKH3URÀOH
helps you to keep questioning your approach to the children. It gives you a
complete picture of the child’s development, covering everything you should
be looking for in the child.”
E
$IÁXHQWDUHDQXUVHU\
6XUYHLOODQFHLQWKHDIÁXHQWDUHDQXUVHU\PD\SHUPLWFHUWDLQYDOXHVVXFKDVQDWXUDO
justice, to be enacted upon children by other children under the legitimating gaze
of staff:
“In one case a wee girl told me that somebody had hit her and she’s got quite
a temper herself. I told her that I thought it was an accident and said that he
didn’t mean it. Then we watched and noticed that she felt that I hadn’t dealt
with the incident adequately; she went across to him and lashed out. He
accepted it and walked away and that was the end of it.”
On other occasions sociological observations by staff about local families may alter
WKHLUDSSURDFKWRWKHZLGHUFXUULFXOXPEXWQRWGHHSHUYDOXHVFRQFHUQHGZLWKÀWWLQJ
children into a culturally situated landscape:
“We did take the children to Safeways shopping, but gave it up because it
wasn’t an experience that children were deprived of. There are lots of things
like that that we don’t do because the parents do it.”
6XUYHLOODQFHFDQDOVRSURPSWWKHQHHGWRFRPSHOFKLOGUHQLQWREHLQJOHVVVHOÀVKDQG
to show empathy. Producing the appropriate emotional attitude involves staff in
VHHNLQJ¶FRQIHVVLRQV·IURPFKLOGUHQDQGSDUWLFLSDWLQJLQWKHGLVFRXUVHRIUHDVRQ
“When we observe unacceptable behaviour we take them aside and speak to
WKHP:HVD\¶:RXOG\RXOLNHWKDWGRQHWR\RX"·/HW·VVD\LWZDVVRPHRQH
ZKRKDGKLWVRPHRQHYHU\KDUG7KH\·OODQVZHU¶QR·VRWKHQZHDVN¶:HOO
why did you do that?’ Sometimes there is a reason, maybe they are retaliating
because the other person has done something to them.”
$FFRUGLQJ WR 6PDUW   )RXFDXOW·V DFFRXQW RI ´WKH GLIIXVLRQ RI GLVFLSOLQDU\
WHFKQRORJLHVRISRZHUµ S DOHUWVXVWRKRZDVLQWKHH[DPSOHMXVWPHQWLRQHG
LQGLYLGXDOV FDQ WKHPVHOYHV EH PDGH VXEMHFWV WKURXJK HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK VSHFLÀF



GLVFRXUVHV,QWKLVFDVHWKHWHDFKHUDV¶LQYHVWLJDWRU·DVVXPHVDSULYLOHJHGDFFHVVWR
WKH¶WUXWK·DQGWKDWWKHNQRZOHGJHJDLQHGLVXQUHODWHGWRUHODWLRQVRISRZHUZLWK
the children.
DISCUSSION

%HUJHUDQG/XFNPDQ  LQWKHLUVRFLRORJLFDOWUHDWLVHDERXWWKHVRFLDOFRQVWUXFWLRQ
of reality raise the question of what the reality of everyday life means. In the current
SDSHUWKH)RXFDXOGLDQWKHRUHWLFDOSHUVSHFWLYHKDVEHHQ¶VHWDJDLQVW·WKHDSSDUHQWO\
common sense perspective of nursery teachers. While part of our enterprise in this
paper is to highlight the contested nature of staff’s interpretations of practice it is
also our aim to suggest that any professional practice is a contingent matter which is
vulnerable to a multiplicity of competing interpretations. The theoretical perspective
ZKLFKZHEULQJWREHDUXSRQVRFLDOOLIHLQÁXHQFHVWKHPHDQLQJVWKDWLWKDVIRUXV
ERWKDVSDUWLFLSDQWVDQGDVVRFLDOVFLHQWLVWV 6PLWK $FFRUGLQJWR%HUJHUDQG
/XFNPDQ  
“The language used in everyday life continuously provides me with the
QHFHVVDU\REMHFWLÀFDWLRQDQGSRVLWVWKHRUGHUZLWKLQZKLFKWKHVHPDNHVHQVH
and within which everyday life has meaning for me ... The reality of life is
WDNHQIRUJUDQWHGDVUHDOLW\µ SS 
The main argument of this paper can be seen as endorsing the social constructivist
thesis in so far as it may be regarded as raising the question about whether nursery
SUDFWLFH FUHDWHV ¶GRFLOH ERGLHV· DV RSSRVHG WR VRFLDOLVDWLRQ RI DQ LQQRFHQW NLQG
The construction of professional practice in terms of staff’s own accounts and our
Foucauldian critique of them raises the question concerning which there can be no
GHÀQLWLYHDQVZHUUHJDUGLQJWKHLUUHODWLYHYDOLGLWLHV
Adopting the view that truth is essentially perspective-driven rather than a
thing hanging free from presuppositions leads to the conclusion that one virtue of a
Foucauldian critique is to educate professional self-consciousness. The possibility
WKDWWKHVRFLDOLVDWLRQRIÀFLDOO\SURYLGHGWRFKLOGUHQE\WKHVWDWHPD\EHOHVVWKDQ
liberational can contribute to greater professional self-awareness, a realisation that
one’s cherished values may be achieving ends which are anathema to one’s ideals.
The normalisation processes which Foucault argues inform the real basis of schooling
may create a sense of disillusionment within the teaching profession about what being
an educator means, and whether to include such sociological critiques in courses for
teachers may remain an issue partly for that reason (O’Hear, 1988; Lawlor, 1990;
+ROOLJDQ 1HYHUWKHOHVVWKHLPSRUWDQWSRLQWLVWKDWE\DEHWWHUXQGHUVWDQGLQJ
of the complexities informing decisions about how we socialise children we can
improve the intellectual and dispositional quality of professionalism.
Moreover, through the very act of raising these issues Foucault also alerts one to
wider attempts by governments to exercise control over its citizens. In relation to this
EURDGHUSROLWLFDOODQGVFDSHLWLVQRWHZRUWK\WKDWDQPHGLDUHSRUW ¶7KH,QGHSHQGHQW·
 FODLPHGWKDW1HZ/DERXUZDVH[SORULQJWKHLGHDRIDQHOHFWURQLF&9IRU
citizens giving them numbers “from the cradle to the grave” (see Lyon, 1998 on
F\EHUVSDFHVXUYHLOODQFH 6XFKGHYHORSPHQWVPD\IDFLOLWDWHWKHSURGXFWLRQRIOHYHOV
of conformity in the population which are contrary to the explicit democratic ideals
FRQFHUQLQJWKHQHHGIRUFLWL]HQVWREHFULWLFDOO\DZDUH:DO]HU  FRPPHQWVRQ
the political implications of Foucault’s social theory are apposite here as they explain
how, through extra-legal means, individuals may be normalised:
“The crucial point of Foucault’s political theory is that discipline escapes the
ZRUOGRIODZDQGULJKWDQGWKHQEHJLQVWR¶FRORQLVH·WKDWZRUOGUHSODFLQJ
OHJDOSULQFLSOHVRISK\VLFDOSV\FKRORJLFDODQGPRUDOQRUPDOLW\µ S 



Although our accounts of staff’s explanations of how they teach values can be
construed in terms of a Foucauldian gaze it is important to at least acknowledge the
possibility that such a gaze may be no more or less robust than those which it has
been used to deconstruct. Even an apparent arbitrariness surrounding our intellectual
and professional accounts may, paradoxically foster a different sense of autonomy
among members of the teaching profession. Normally autonomy is exercised from
ZLWKLQDVSHFLÀFGLVFRXUVHVXFKDVFKLOGFHQWUHGQHVVEXWLIWKH¶WUXWKHIIHFWV·ZKLFK
Foucault attributes to professional discourses function to create pliant individuals,
then teachers and others involved in education who wish to maintain their intellectual
integrity ought to look critically at the potentially constraining effects of any discourse
on the socialisation of children.
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